Mf ESTERN 


“GUNMEN 
OF GLORY 


a big novel by 


Clarence E. 
b MULFORD 


.... I have REDUCED 
MY WAIST EIGHT INCHES 


WITH THE WEIL BELT!” 


...writes George Bailey 


ae 
De 50 POUNDS” 


says W. T. Anderson . . . “My 
waist is 8 inches smaller” writes 
W. L.. McGinnis .. .“Felt like a 
new man” claims Fred Wolf... 
“Wouldn’t sell my belt for $100” 
writes C. W. Higbee. 


E So many wearers are delighted 
with the results obained with the Weil 
Belt that we want you to test it, for 
ten days at our expense! 


REDUCE“ WAIST 
3 INCHES n 10 DAYS 


e- . OF it won't cost you a penny! 


H Because we have done this for 
thousands of others...because we know 
we can do as much for you...we dare 
to make this unconditional offer! 


E You will appear much slimmer at | 


once, and in 10 short days your waist- 
line will actually be 3 inches smaller... 


three inches of fat gone...or it won’t } 


cost you one cent. 


IT IS THE MASSAGE-LIKE 
ACTION THAT DOES IT! 


@ Now there is an easy way to reduce 
without exercise, diet or drugs. The 
Weil Health Belt exerts a massage-like 
action that removes fat with every 
move you make. 


E It supports the sagging muscles of 
the abdomen and quickly gives you 
an erect, athletic carriage. Many 
enthusiastic wearers write that it not 
only reduces fat but it also supports 
the abdominal walls and keeps the 
digestive organs in place...that they 
are no longer fatigued...and that it 
giratly increases their endurance. You 
will be more than delighted with the 
great improvementinyourappearance. 


IEND FOR 10 DAY FREE TRIAL OFFER 
THE WEIL COMPANY, INC. 
735 HILL ST., NEW HAVEN, CONN. 


Gentlemen: Send me FREE, your illustrated 
folder describing The Weil Belt and_givin 
full details of your 10 day FREE trial offer an 
Unconditional Guarantee! 


Name 
Address. 
Ci a Sle 


Uaecoupon or send name and address on penny postcard 


“1 suddenly realized that 
I had become a fat man”. 
The boys kidded me about 
my big “paunch”, 


3 inches slimmer at once 
and soon I had actually 
taken EIGHT INCHES 
off my waist... and 20 
pounds off my weightl 


At parties I learned that | In a bathing suit... I was 
l had become a “wall | immense. The day I heard 


s some children laugh at 
flower”. Nobody wanted | re 1 decided Fel a 


to dance with me. Weil Belt. 


It seemed to support the | 1 have a new feeling of 
abdominal walls and keep | energy and pep. . . work 
the doive an all, better, eat better, play 
Hippie ae + | better... l didn’t realize 


1 became acceptable for 
insurancel how much I was missing? 


DON’T WAIT... FAT tS DANGEROUS! 
Fat is not only unbecoming, but it also 
endangers your health. Insurance com- 
panies know the danger of fat accum- 
mulations. The best medical authorities 
warn against obesity, so don’t wait 
any longer. 

E Remember this...either you take off 
3 inches of fat i 10 99s or it won’t 
costonepenny!Even the postage you pa 
to eae the Package will be kaded 


NO DRUGS, NO DIETS, NO EXERCISES 


E For 12 years the Weil Belt has been 
accepted as ideal for reducing by men 
in all walks of life...from business men 
and office workers who find that it 
removes cumbersome fat with every 
movement...to active outdoor men 
who like the feeling of protection it 
gives. 
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Gunmen of Glor 


by CLARENCE E. MULFORD 


CHAPTER I 


LINE of frame buildings stood 
shoulder to shoulder along one 
side of the street. Before them 
lay the more unregenerate part 
of the town, its southern limits the rwer. 
Between the two, acting as a dead-line, 
were the rajlroag tracks; a main line and 
several long sidings. The former led 
westward and eastward ; the latter, to the 


shipping pens and freight platform. 
Back of Railroad Street sprawled the 
rest of the town, made up of two score 
or more private dwellings, several board- 
ing houses, a frame schoolhouse of two 
rooms, a few seattered stores, and Boot 
Hill. 

On Railroad Street the heat was as 
pitiless as elsewhere, but low-hung awn- 
ings made their hypocritical pretenses, 
and the dry interiors of weatherbeaten 


and sunbleached shacks provided havens 
of discomfort for the idle. There were, 
at this comparatively early hour, but few 
of these; the town was, gencrally speak- 
ing, still asleep, except in that more re- 
spectable section north of the tracks, 
whose citizens followed the common cus- 
tom and used the night for sleep, thus 
preserving a balance. While one section 
ebbed, the other flooded, and when ebb 
and flood currents meet there is likely 
to be friction and rough water. While 
one worked, the other slept; while one 
slept, the other gambled, drank, and 
rioted; but in these latter days the riot- 
ing was much subdued. 

The morning train which rumbled 
west was poorly attended in the matter 
of curious idlers at the station, and the 


re 


HOTE 


stop at Bulltown was not one to engender 
memories or to mark the town; but the 
evening train, rumbling east, was another 
story. This eastern train was the favor- 
ite, and its stop was well attended. If 
personal feelings chanced to coincide 
with its arrival, shots might arouse the 
weary passengers, and they might even 
see, if they were fortunate, some quick 
duel on the street almost under their 
windows, and take home with them a 
vivid memory of frontier lawleasness. 
For the moment we will ignore the eve- 
ning train, and turn to meet the west- 
bound in cheery expectancy, for on it 
there wil] be persons in whom we have 
interest; and we now watch them come 
out of the smoking car, each carrying a 
sacked saddle, pause on the platform, and 
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then move lazily across it and toward a 
faded shack which served as a hotel. 

All hotels on Railroad Street gave over 
their lower floor to a bar and its acces- 
sories. This hotel is no exception, and 
we follow the strangers, noting that one 
of them limps a very little, and that the 
thin hair below his huge hat is a faded 
red. Having entered the lower story of 
the building, let us sluice the top layer 
of dust from our mouth and throat, seat 
ourselves in a far corner of the room, 
between two windows, and watch the 
newcomers and the doors. Somehow, in- 
stead of marking us as strangers, this 
double watchfulness will tend to indi- 
cate that we are not strangers, but thor- 
oughly cognizant of the prescnt sur- 
roundings, even though it is broad day- 
light. Boot Hill, behind us and north 
of the tracks, is full of those persons who 
became careless of doors, windows, and 
newcomers. 

While we wateh, let us consider our po- 
sition geographically. We are at the 
crossing place of two great trails; here, 
too, we have the meeting place and the 
parting place, and far too often the cross- 
ing of mon from many sections, and men 
of many sorts. Should a cattleman re- 
main in Bulltown a whole year around, 
there were few acquaintances he might 
not meet there. 

Fate is tricky, delighting jn the un- 
expected. One must admit that coinci- 
dences occur: to deny it would be to ad- 
mit being blind in the face of facts It 
is the theatricalness of effects which 
strikes through to our skepticism and 
arouses our ridjcule, unless we under- 
stand the causative phases, the reasons 
underlying the course of each individual 
trend; and then we are struck by the 
coincidences of the causes, although they 
may be, and generally are, very dissim- 
ilar in their real natures, Now, having 
prepared ourselves for a strange and at 
first sight unusual series of coincidences, 
let us look variously over the map, cov- 
ering great distances instantly and in the 
span of a short glance. 


WIN RIVER is a far ery from Gun- 

sight; McLeod a long way in miles 
from Los Altos; and Cottonwood Gulch 
is far enough away from McKenzie to 
arouse our comment, especially if we 
were to cover the distance on horseback. 
Yet the occasion arises when these six 


towns were to meet, in the persons of in- 
dividual representatives, at one common 
center. That center is Bulltown, not to 
make use of its real name. 

The time is about even with the dying 
out of the Great Western Cattle Trail. 
Dates are irksome, and time has a way of 
spreading itsclf without sharp defini- 
tions; innately, it has none, for they are 
made by consciousness, by the flow of 
thought, by the rhythm of physical func- 
tioning, by the stressing of some certain 
actions in a steady flow of action. To 
something without consciousness there is 
no time. To say that this old cattle trail 
died in this year or in that one is to mis- 
lead or to be misled, since it died through 
several, and no one year bears the stigma 
alone. Alsa, dates chafe and restrict, like 
hobbles: and to hobble the imagination 
while depending upon it is foolish: it is 
almost to commit a crime. 

We have to consider the meeting of 
seven men, arranged by Fate, and to see 
what came of it. All came to Bulltown 
for reasons sufficient for the making of 
the journey. One wanted to buy cattle; 
another, tosell, Two of these seven came 
for the sake of friendship, after consid- 
erable misspelled correspondence. One 
came again to taste the flavor of a hectic 
cow town in the height of its convulsions, 
to sniff memories from the dust of that 
northbound trail, and on the off chance 
of meeting old friends up from Texas. 
One 'eame hopelessly out of the West, 
from a land of arid plateaus and frown- 
ing mesas; from the aceursed proximity 
of a great lava desert; from the scene of 
his toss, his heartbreak, and his failure. 
Thrown off the rear end of that east- 
bound train where the main cattle trail 
crossed the tracks, and without the 
knowledge of anyone in the smoking car, 
he had limped dispiritedly along in the 
dust of the parallel but-much older hjgh- 
way, his mind morbid and fast reaching 
a deadly state, his body weak {rom fast- 
ing; but since he does not arrive until 
night, we’ll leave him for the time. 

Since the foregathering of these seven 
men make up our story, we will have done 
with forewords, and watch the doors— 
aye, and even the windows | 

* * 


The hotel clerk, deftly twirling the 
register with one hand, offered the 
freshly dipped pen with the other. The 
blank line having been forever ruined by 
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the heavy serawl, the book was whirled 
around again and the clerk put down a 
number. Glancing at the scrawl, his 
brows puckered while he struggled with 
it, and he bent down over it; and then 
he suddenly appeared to be hypnotized, 
for the letters seemed to be written in 
fire. He raised his head and looked with 
deference at the seamed, tanned faced in 
front of him; and when he spoke it was 
with a curious reverence. 

“I’m givin’ you th’ corner room, Mr. 
Cassidy,’’ he said, swiftly changing the 
figure. ‘‘Number Six, sir; an’ th’ best in 
th’ house !”’ 

“Much obliged, Bub,’’ said the 
puncher, stepping to one side and wav- 
ing at the bulging sack on the floor as the 
bellboy showed signs of life. 

Again the register twirled, stopping 
exactly in the right position for a right- 
handed man. Again a blank line was 
everlastingly defaced, and again a num- 
ber was placed at the end of it. The 
clerk seemed to doubt his senses as he 
looked up. 

“I’m givin’ you Number Four, Mr. 
Saunders,” he said, and nearly bowed as 
Mr. Saunders stepped back to make way 
for the third man. 

The third man moved along the desk, 
irretrievably ruined the appearance of 
another line, and also stepped back; but 
his eyes had flashed to those other signa- 
tures, and now they flashed at the first 
man to sign. He saw that Mr. Saunders, 
also, was looking at the red-haired gen- 
tleman in the dusty black suit. 

‘Number Three for you, Mr. Skinner. 
I’m putting you three gentlemen on th’ 
same floor, close together,’’ said the 
clerk, handing out the third key. Then 
he glared at the bellboy, who had more 
ambition than good sense. This was 
shown by his fruitless attempt to carry 
three heavy stock saddles at once. 

“Take up Number Six first !’’ ordered 
the clerk bruskly. ‘‘You can come back 
for th’ others.” 

Mr. Cassidy brushed the boy aside and 
gripped the top of the sack. 

“You play guide, Bub, an’ let me do 
th’ wranglin’,’’ he said, smiling broadly. 


HE other two gentlemen nodded, and 
followed Mr. Cassidy’s example; and 
the procession was forming when a 
shadow darkened the doorway and the 
town marshal stepped into the room from 


his customary beat for his customary 
serutiny of the train’s addition to the 
town’s population. He stopped short, 
his mouth opening in surprise. 

‘Well, well, well!’’ he exclaimed, step- 
ping forward with his hand extended. 
‘ Hopalong Cassidy, or I’m a liar! An’ 
Dave Saunders! An’ Matt Skinner! 
Damn’ if it ain’t like old home week in 
Bulltown! How are you, boys? Lord, 
but I’m shore glad to see you ag’in! 
How are you?” 

He shook hands in turn, wrinkles of 
delight on his habitually cold, appraising 
face. ‘‘Heard that yo’re th’ new sheriff 
of Twin River, Hopalong! Matt, you old 
cow thief, somebody told me that yo’re 
th’ boss of a bang-up fine ranch! An’ 
Dave, we’ve shore heard aplenty about 
you! You ain’t aimin’ to lynch nobody 
down here, are you? This ain’t Cotton- 
wood Gulch, an’ I’ve got her fair peace- 
ful.” 

“Glad to see you, Bat; right glad,’’ 
said Hopalong, resting a kindly hand on 
the shoulder of a great peace officer. The 
fingers gripped the fabric of the black 
frock coat and bit into the flesh under it. 

“I can give you a tight good job 
punchin’, Bat, at sixty a month an’ 
found,” chuckled Matt Skinner. ‘‘Damn 
yore ornery hide, but it’s good to lay eyes 
on you ag’in!’* 

“Well, Bat,” said the boss of Cotton- 
wood Gulch, stepping back for a better 
look at the marshal, “‘if I start any 
lynehin’ down here I'll shore start with 
you. Yo’re a siglt to cure sick eyes!’’ 

The marshal] took a step backward, so 
as to group his friends into a more com- 
pact picture. 

‘Well, this is great!’ he said. 
boys know each other?” 

“I’ve heard some gossip along th’ 
trails,’ admitted Hopalong, with a broad 
grin. ‘‘I’d say Matt Skinner wasn’t ex- 
actly a stranger to any of us; an’ as for 
Saunders, he’s about as famous west of 
th’ Mississippi as General Grant.” 

“Grant is near a stranger in this coun- 
try, compared to you, Cassidy,’’ said 
Saunders, gripping the lean, hard hand. 

The clerk puffed out his cheeks, let his 
breath go in a little pop, and frowned at 
the stunned immobility of the bellboy. 

‘Take them saddles up where they be- 
long, an’ don’t get ’em mixed,” he or- 
dered, waving toward the stairs; and he 
was to be treated to a miracle: never be- 


“You 
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fore had his youthful assistant accom- 
plished a task as quickly as he did his 
present one. In almost a wink the boy 
was back again, staring fixedly at the 
four men in the easy chairs, and hoping 
that no duties would take him away from 
that room. 

‘Why, I came down here to meet 
Johnny—Johnny Nelson,’’ the redhead 
was saying in answer to the marshal’s 
question. ‘‘Last time I saw him was just 
after that Snake Buttes gang was 
cleaned out. He was purty well shot up 
then. He wrote up to me that he had 
some business to ’tend to here, an’ he 
wanted to know why I eouldn’t come 
down an’ meet him, for old time’s sake. 
Tex is a-visitin’ him—Tex Ewalt. Tex 
an’ his wife kinda have to run a honey- 
moon every year—an’ this year they're 
spendin’ it on th’ SV, with Margaret an’ 
Johnny. There’s another reason why 
they like th’ SV, aside from Johnny an’ 
his wife. Well, Tex is there; an’ since 
Johnuy is headin’ this way, I wouldn’t 
be a heap surprised if Tex sorta slipped 
away an’ come with him.”’ 

“T’d shore like to meet th’ pair of 
’em,’’ said Skinner. He glanced at his 
companions. ‘‘I came down here to sell 
some cattle, if you city boys don’t rob 
me. We’re doin’ so well that our range 
is kinda gettin’ crowded. Mrs. Hollister 
wanted to get rid of me, anyhow, durin’ 
th’ spring housecleanin’, an’ I wasn’t 
right set ag’in bein’ missin’ durin’ that 
ruckus. Well, here I am.’’ 

“By th’ way, Matt,” said his friend 
the marshal. ‘‘ What are we goin’ to call 
you, anyhow? Hollister, or Skinner?’’ 

“I just signed that book as Skinner, 
from force of habit,’’ said Matt, 
chuckling. ‘‘Nobody would know who 
you was talkin’ about if you called me by 
my right name. I wouldn’t, myself. Call 
me Skinner, like everybody else does.”’ 


ee EBBY we can do some business, 

Skinner,’’ suggested Saunders, 
turning to the last speaker. ‘‘There’s a 
new railroad goin’ across th’ country up 
my way, an’ I’ve got thunderin’ big beef 
contracts for feedin’ its construction 
gangs. I got three sections to supply an’ 
it’s got to th’ point where I’ve got to 
buy before I can deliver, because that 
contract came right on top of some herds 
for delivery on th’ open range. I wrote 
to a friend of mine, name of Dunean— 


Wyatt Dunean—an’ he wrote back that 
he had some good critters to sell. I don’t 
believe he can come anywhere near fillin’ 
my needs. He'll come first, of course, 
seein’ he was first come; but J’m right 
shore I can take a lot of head off yore 
hands, Matt, at a fair price to us both. 
What you say we wait for Duncan, an’ 
then talk it over three-eornered ?’’ 

‘Wyatt Duncan,” murmured Iopa- 
long, thoughtfully. His mind was racing 
back and reviewing trail gossip. ‘‘He 
ain’t that Wyatt Duncan that raised so 
much hell over in th’ Black Buttes coun- 
try, is he?” 

“Tle shore is just that person,” an- 
swered Saunders. ‘‘You heard of him, 
Skinner?” 

‘Yeah; I’ve heard about Duncan. He 
did a right good job over in th’ Buttes. 
Say, Bat,” he said, chuckling, ‘‘sizin’ us 
up, an’ figgerin’ in them that are comin’, 
we're goin’ to be a right law-abidin’ 
body of citizens if you say it quick. 
There ain’t ouc of us but what has had to 
clean up some part of th’ country. Every 
one of us has been through some reg ‘lar 
little wars. Ain't that right?” 

The marshal langhed. 

“Yes; I was just thinkin’ about th’ 
same thing when you said it. 

The eastbound limited stopped at Bull- 
town, which was the end of a division. 
Here a fresh engine took up its own lap 
of the transcontinental journey. 

From the usual erowd heading for the 
depot, four men stepped out of the semi- 
darkness and loafed toward a baggage 
truck on the platform. As they stopped, 
there sounded far off in the west a pure, 
deep, vibrant tone. On she came, an 
imperious monster glaring with Cy- 
clopean eye and breathing fire. The 
earth trembled, the rails clicked stri- 
dently aud then, with hiss of steam, the 
whistle of air and a rush of cinder-filled 
wind, the long-tailed monster slid past 
the platform, slower and yet more slow. 
There came a grinding and squealing, a 
clash of brake chains, and the monster 
stopped, while various litter fluttered 
about the platform to settle slowly. 

Lanterns swung down from car steps, 
and from the lighted door of the smok- 
ing car three men emerged, two of them 
talking and laughing. 

“There he is!’’ called the foremost, 
raising an arm. ‘‘Hoppy! Hey, 
Hoppy!”’ 
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‘Damn’ spavined old good-for-noth- 
in’!’’ chuckled the second, hastily follow- 
ing his running companion. 

The third man followed close to their 
heels, to meet and shake hands with his 
old friend from Cottonwood Gulch. Bat 
then took them all in charge and intro- 
ductions followed. 

Even from the rear they made a pic- 
ture. Seven hewers of law and order, 
dressed in wool and leather and vast 
hats, Bat being the only exception to the 
last, for Bat wore a low-crowned derby, 
the last word in dog of that day. Seven 
hewers, their knees bending outward, 
their thighs hung with soiled scabbards, 
in which nestled walnut-handled arbiters 
of fate. Seven two-gun men, the cream 
of their various localities; seven men 
tested in flame and smoke and thunder- 
ing stampedes ; seven men without a flaw 
in courage. Stern and ruthless; yet kind 
and sympathetic ; seven men who typified 
the better spirit of the old frontier. 


CHAPTER II 


the best saloon in Bulltown. Three 

of them—Saunders, Duncan and 

Skinner—were engaged in cattle 
deals. On the other side of the table, 
Johnny Nelson, Tex and Hopalong re- 
viewed the past and questioned the 
future. 

The marshal sat between the two 
groups, his smiling face turned first 
toward one and then toward the other. 

He looked closely at one, studying the 
seamed, rugged face; the faded, thinned 
red hair; the squinting, cold eyes, the 
cold, blue eyes of the gunman; the strag- 
gly mustache, the corded neck. He was 
looking upon the peer of his friend 
Hickok in physical reactions, in speed 
and certainty of hand. 

A movement at the front door caught 
the marshal’s eye, and he turned his head 
quickly as his hand dropped down, sens- 
ing that the conversation at the table had 
abruptly ceased. Such an instant hush 
was a danger sign, but this time it was 
harmless. 

A young man staggered into the room, 
headed for the nearest chair, and col- 
lapsed when within two steps of it. An 
outraged bellow from a bartender was 


Sie men sat around a table in 


Can. 


checked by a warning, upflung arm, as 
the limping redhead, his chair crashing 
to the floor behind him, sprang forward, 
his friends at his heels. He picked up 
the youth, carried him to the chair, and 
took the glass which Matt Skinner al- 
ready had obtained. Empty, he handed 
it back again. 

The youth was white of face, where 
dust and dirt and cinders would let the 
skin be seen. Blood streaked face and 
neck, and oozed from his torn and lacer- 
ated hands. His clothing, ripped and 
rent, was spotted with grime and dust. 
He was almost inert, but the second glass 
of liquor was beginning to have its effect. 
No one had seen the marshal’s gesture 
or heard his whispered order, but in a 
remarkably short time one of the bar- 
tenders returned with a doctor. His 
practiced hands took charge of things. 
First he wanted room and breathing 
space: seven backs arched quickly, seven 
pairs of legs pushed against the floor: 
and the room and the breathing space 
was had. 

“Take him over to th’ hotel, up to 
Number Six,’’ said Hopalong with quict 
authority. He turned to the marshal. 
“You ever seen him before, Bat?” 

“No. He’s not a bum,” said Bat, stat- 
ing the fact professionally. 

“He needs food an’ rest,” said the 
doctor to the marshal. ‘‘His nerves are 
all gone to hell, seems like. We’ll put 
him to bed, an’ he’ll come ‘round all 
right, I reckon.” 

The youth stirred, tears gathering in 
his eyes; tears of weakness, of despair, 
and of something else. He looked around 
slowly, scanning the circle of kindly 
faces. 

“Weak as hell, an’ all ripped to 
pieces,’’ muttered the doctor. ‘‘Pick 
him up. I'll go along an’ do what I 
Anyhow, I’ll guarantee him a 
night’s rest. It’s all right, friend,” he 
told the stranger, smiling down at him. 
“Were goin’ to fix you up slick as a 
button.”’ 

Strong hands took hold of the youth, 
strong backs straightened. Matt Skin- 
ner picked a partly filled bottle from the 
bar, flinging a coin down in payment. 
It flipped back at him, and he nodded 
his apologies to the red-faced man be- 
hind the counter. Then he looked around 
euriously, and suddenly realized that 
two of his new friends were missing: 
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Nelson and Ewalt. Ashe passed through 
the door he saw Nelson slip areund the 
corner of the building, and Ewalt moved 
forward out of the deeper darkness of a 
wall, 


KINNER grunted, and smiled with 

sudden warmth: he was in damned 
good company. It looked like the 
stranger was in good and capable hands. 
Ife thought that Ewalt was slipping 
something into a holster, and his smile 
grew. le was glad that he had made 
the long and tiresome trip to Bulltown. 
Yes, sir, by God; he was glad he had 
come. 

‘*Looked to me like he’s been manhan- 
dled,’’ said Nelson. He turned to Ewalt, 
who onee had studied medieine. ‘‘You 
reckon he was dragged from a train?’’ 

“Yes; looked that way,” replied Tex, 
thoughtfully. For a moment he was 
silent, and then spoke again. ‘‘We’ll 
gct him on his feet, chip in, an’ send 
him on his way rejoicin’.”’ 

They stopped in the hotel office, just 
inside the door, waiting. The stairs 
creaked steadily and regularly, and Dave 
Saunders came into sight, from the feet 
upward. le joined the httle group in 
the doorway, his eyes on the bottle in 
Skinner’s hand. 

‘They got one of those upstuirs,’’ he 
said, holding out his hand. ‘‘Might as 
well empty yourn, here an’ now.” Ile 
took the bottle, drank deeply, and passed 
it on to the next man, wiping his mouth 
ou the baek of a hand. ‘‘I've heard just 
about enough, an’ seen about enough in 
th’ last few minutes to appreciate that 
drink. I saw hell, with th’ doors wide 
open, an’ th’ ehutes all greased. Dead 
wife, stolen eattte—damn such a wortd!’’ 

“Dead wife?” asked Johnny, 

‘*Blowed all to hell with a six-shoot- 
er,” said Saunders, his voice a growl. 
‘Let's go sit down an’ wait for th’ boys. 
It don’t look like Ill be headin’ straight 
for home, like I fiegered on.’’ His face 
was like a thundercloud: dark, with 
threatening patehes of white that came 
and went, 

‘*Meanin’ th’ Kid’s wife was mur- 
dered ?’’ asked Skinner, holding the bot- 
tle up to the light and idly spceulating 
upon how many drinks remained in it. 
lt looked like there were at least two 
gocd ones. 

“Yes; an’ damnably !’’ snapped Saun- 


ders. ‘‘Th’ killin’ was th’ most decent, 
most mereiful part of it! There’s a gang 
out in th’ Kid’s part of th’ country 
that’s a steneh on th’ faee of th’ earth. 
By Gawd, I ain't goin’ straight home!’’ 

Skinner was eursed by a vivid imagina- 
tion, and he forthwith emptied the bottle 
and placed it on the floor near his chair. 
How a man’s plans do get all upset! 

“What’s th’ doe say?’ he asked, 
“ About th’ shape th’ Kid’s in?” 

“He said he would get along a damn’ 
sight better if he had th’ wish to get 
well. Cassidy’s got th’ first trick to- 
night. Tere comes th’ others now.”’ 

The doctor, followed elosely by Dun- 
can, joined the seated group. 

“Food an’ rest-—thcey’re easy to give 
him,’’ he said, a seowl on his faee. ‘‘ What 
he needs more than anythin’ else is a 
brand new spirit; an’ that ain’t casy to 
aequire. He wasn’t dragged along th’ 
railroad track: he was just kicked off 
th’ eastbound Hmited tonight, an’ rolled 
along th’ track. Few miles west of 
town, beyond th’ cattle erossin’. Ilow 
he ever got here, I don’t know. Bruised, 
cut, scraped; shoeked, starved, wauts to 
die, an’ can’t. I’ll drop in tomorrow an’ 
look him over. An’ I’ll ante up right 
now to make a jackpot to pay somebody 
to kill that —— brakeman! Good night, 
gentlemen !”’ 

They watehed the indignant medical 
man stalk from the room, his ehin out 
and his shoulders high, with a ehip on 
each of them; and then Wyatt Dunean 
glaneed at the stairs. 

‘‘Bat’s talkin’ it over with Cassidy,” 
he said. ‘‘Ile’ll soon be down. Speakin’ 
of jaekpots an’ killin’ somebody, I’m al- 
most tempted—’’ he broke off suddenly 
and reached for tobaeeo and papers. His 
expression was not a pleasant thing to 
look upon. 

“Boys,” said Saunders, ‘‘as I reckon 
it, our little eattle deals are all done. If 
we had to, we eould leave open th’ dates 
for th’ startin’ an’ delivery of th’ herds. 
We’ll see what Cassidy has to say.’’ 


AT moved toward them like a feline, 
unconseiousty revealing in his 
smooth, alert movements the thoughts 
which were stirring him, Ile nodded to 
the group and sank gratefully into a 
chair, finding all eves upon him. 
“Cassidy's holdin’ a war dance by 
hisselt,’’ he said, placing his precious 


GUNMEN OF GLORY 13 


derby on one knee. ‘‘It might be a good 
idear for you boys to start tyin’ some 
scalp loops, in case you need ’em. There’s 
blood on th’ moon.” 

Nelson laughed suddenly. It was al- 
most like a bark. 

“I knew it!” he exclaimed. 
wH 

Ewalt looked at the clock, and figured 
a moment. 

‘‘Nine o'clock,” he said. ‘‘Breakfast 
at seven. That’sten hours. There’s five 
of us, down here. That’s two hours each. 
Let’s draw straws for our turns up- 
stairs.” 

He took five matches out of his pocket, 
and broke them into different lengths. 
Closing his hand over them with their 
heads protruding, he held them out. 

“Shortest takes th’ next shift, an’ so 
on,” he said. 

Nelson drew one, and held it in sight 

while the others took their turns. Com- 
paring them, they accepted the verdict. 
Dunean felt to see that he had plenty 
of tobacco, nodded to his companions and 
walked to the stairs. A few minutes 
ater Cassidy came down, moved slowly 
toward the silent group, and seated him- 
self. His face was set and forbidding, 
and his blue eyes smoldered with anger. 
The others remained silent, waiting for 
him to speak. 

“You boys feel like listenin’ to a 
story?” he finally asked, glancing 
around the circle, and quiet nods an- 
swered him. 

He sighed, dropped his hat down at 
the side of his chair, waited a moment 
and then continued, unfolding to the 
waiting ears of his companions a story 
so horrible that the youngest of them 
blenched. Yet Cassidy told it, all at 
once, in a flat, monotonous voice. A 
story of doors broken in at dead of night 
—the rush of an overwhelming masked 
mob—the screams of a young wife tor- 
tured to death while the youthful hus- 
band prayed and cursed and struggled 
vainly against the strong ropes that 
bound hitn. Such stories had not been 
uncommon during the Indian days. But 
these were white men. 

Skinner cleared his throat raspingly, 
aud felt a little ashamed of himself. 

‘Now I got to write a letter home. I 
didn’t figure to stay away solong.’’ Fle 
arose apologetically and walked toward a 
table, on which were writing materials. 


“I knew 


“I allus hated to write letters,” ad- 
mitted Saunders, slowly getting to his 
feet and glancing at the table. “That 
reminds me that there’s a telegraph line 
runnin’ to th’ Gulch, an’ there’s a friend 
in th’ Gulch to ride out to th’ ranch. 
Only wish I’d brought my rifle along. 
Oh, well: I need a new one, anyhow.”’ 

Nelson cleared his throat. 

‘<There’s rifles an’ otber things on th’ 
SV,’’ he said apropos of nothing. 
“‘There’s an old Sharps buffalo gun 
there, too, that belongs to Hopalong. You 
remember it, Hoppy?’’ 

‘Gawd, yes! I never should have for- 
got it, Kid. It’s better than my new 
one.’’ 

Ewalt nodded, and let a thin smile 
play across his lean, tanned face. 

“ All of which means fhat you an’ me, 
Johnny, can take our own news in per- 
son,” he said. ‘‘I reckoned that you’d 
figger out some way to get out of writin’ 
a letter. Margaret an’ Jane can keep 
each other company, an’ that’s a right 
good thing. We’ve got th’ luck with us 
so far.” 

Hopalong was looking from one to 
another in a mild surprise. The cold- 
ness went out of his face, and his eyes 
kindled. A little thrill went through 
him, engendered by the thought that 
some of the old breed still lived; and he 
now began to take even a keener interest 
in his new friends, to appraise them 
anew. 


CHAPTER III 


and when it was over the group 

left the room and returned to the 

chairs in the front of the big win- 
dow. This tacitly was the rendezvous, 
the club, the forum; and it was here that 
would be determined their actions for 
the future. 

The marshal joined them, a toothpick 
projecting from under his jet-black 
mustache. He was about to seat him- 
self when the doctor appeared. 

‘‘Everythin’ goin’ well,” reported the 
gentleman of medicine. ‘‘I was afraid 
of somethin’ bein’ wrong inside of him. 
Bein’ throwed off a movin’ train ain’t 
what vou might call healthy. Then there 
was th’ dirt in all of them cuts an’ 


Bere: was a silent affair, 
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gashes; but they look right good now. 
It’s goin’ to take time, though, to get 
back his strength. Couple of weeks, I’d 
say. I’m tellin’ you boys that that kid 
has had one hell of a session; an’ he 
wasn’t none too strong to begin with.” 

“Two weeks!” growled Hopalong, 
shaking his head in stubborn disagree- 
ment with any such interval. 

‘‘Yes, two weeks,” replied the doctor, 
turning to the grumbler. 

“I wasn’t questionin’ th’ time from 
yore point of view,’’ said Hopalong, 
‘but from mine.”’ 

Bat flipped the toothpick toward a 
sandbox cuspidor and nodded reassur- 
ingly to his old friend. There was a 
knowing smile on his face. 

“TIl see that be’s taken care of, if 
you boys want to go about yore busi- 
ness,” he said quictly. ‘‘There’s a couple 
of girls here in town that mebby won’t 
be buried with Christians, but I’m bettin’ 
that old St. Pete will let ’em slip through 
his corral gate. If that kid ain’t got any 
inoney, an’ I reckon he ain’t, I’ll pass 
th’ hat around th’ poker tables an’ get 
him a real stake. This town shells out 
free an’ easy. He wes headin’ east, back 
to th’ part of the country where he was 
born an’ raised. Th’ question is, which 
way should he go after he gets able to 
travel ?’’ 

“West,” growled Cassidy. ‘‘Back to 
th’ place he just left unless I send you 
word to send him somewhere else. Come 
to think of it, that’s somethin’ that can’t 
be decided now. Reckon mebby he don’t 
never want to see that place ag‘in: I 
wouldn’t. You send him on east, Bat, 
if you don’t hear from us by th’ time 
he’s able to travel. I don’t know what 
kind of a layout he had; mebby it ain’t 
worth goin’ back to. He won’t have no 
cattle left, anyhow.” 

Skinner had been fidgeting and now he 
took quick advantage of the pause in the 
talk. 

‘No need to pass no hat, Bat,” he said 
with the hesitation common to men who 
like to deprecate their good deeds. ‘‘I 
reckon none of us are paupers,” he 
added, glancing around the cirele with 
a certain satisfaction. To be a moneyed 
man among moneyed men was a pleasant 
situation; and as wealth was rated in 
that country in those days, every man of 
the six was wealthy, or close to it. 

“No,” said Saunders, decisively, 


sensing the drift. “Well pass th’ hat, 
an’ pass it now. It’s a sorta family affair, 
I reckon.” 

**Can’t have that,’’ objected Bat, and 
meaning it. ‘‘I can’t go with you, but 
I aim to do my share; an’ Bulltown aims 
to do hers. Th’ boys will take care of 
that kid, an’ that’s flat.’? He considered 
fora moment. ‘‘Tombstone ain’t so very 
far from that lava country. If you need 
any more help, I got some right good 
friends out there. That Earp feller 
don’t play no second fiddle when it comes 
to usin’ a gun, an’ he’s got his crowd 
with him.” 

Cassidy chuckled and rubbed his chin 
energetically. 

“If we need any more men, I can put 
my hand on a half-dozen that would 
yank th’ devil outa hell.” 


AT grinned, exchanged a few words 

with the doctor on the way to the 
door, and returned alone. He dropped 
into his chair, hung the precious derby 
carefully on a knee, and looked around. 
“Seems to me there oughta be a head 
to any kind of an expedition,’’ he sug- 
gested. The question he raised was one 
of great interest to himself. Tle had 
been wondering about this for some few 
hours. Every man a leader, accustomed 
to giving orders: would they willingly 
subordinate themselves for the good of 
the cause? He hoped so, but experience 
told him otherwise. 

“Saunders is a good man to take hold 
of this,’’ said Cassidy, swiftly reviewing 
what he had heard of the vigilante days 
of Cottonwood Gulch. 

“Be too much like a pupil instructin’ 
his teacher,’’ said Saunders, chuckling. 
“I don’t know how th’ rest of th’ boys 
feel about it, but by age, experience, an’ 
general cussedness I’d say that Hopalong 
Cassidy was boss of this young an’ self- 
supportin’ outfit. That’s my honest 
opinion.’’ 

“Right,” said Duncan, smiling as he 
settled back in his chair. 

“It'll mebby give us all a chance to 
learn somethin’ worth while,” remarked 
Skinner, his face beaming. ‘‘1 string 
along with Saunders, an’ vote for Cas- 
sidy.’’ 

The affirmations were explosive and 
sincere, and the question seemed to be 
settled. 

Hopalong nodded without enthusiasm, 
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and looked slowly from man to man. 

“All right; I’ll go through with my 
end of it,’’ he said. ‘‘But any time th’ 
majarity figgers that we need a new boss, 
we'll hold another election. First, I 
want to talk to that kid ag’in, an’ learn 
all that he ean tell me. He's beginnin’ 
to talk easier—gettin’ a little more con- 
fidence in us, I reckon. We’ll leave town 
just as soon as we can; but there ain’t 
no sense wastin’ time. Johnny, you an’ 
Tex hop th’ first train west, an’ get 
everythin’ ready for us on th’ SV.” 

“‘Highbank is my railroad station,” 
said Johnny. ‘‘If we take to th’ hosses 
at th’ ranch we’ll have hundreds of miles 
to ride on them, when we might just as 
well cover that distance by rail. Sup- 
pose me an’ Tex get rifles, blankets, an’ 
things like that, pile ’em on th’ platform 
of th’ railroad station, an’ climb aboard 
when yore train comes along? We can get 
th’ hosses where we leave th’ train. How 
does that look to you, Hoppy 1” 

‘Th’ same as it does to you,” replied 
the leader, his face crinkled with a smile. 
‘J figger that we'll take th’ limited in 
th’ mornin’. Seems to me that there’s 
a slow train west this afternoon. Is that 
right, Bat?’ 

‘*Yes; there’s an accommodation—we 
call it th’ dog train. Leaves at one- 
twelve this afternoon. It’s a local as far 
as Wickiup; an’ then runs th’ whole 
night through without a stop.”’ 

“That’s ours,” said Johnny, and Tex 
nodded. 

Hopalong turned to the marshal. 

“Bat, you said somethin’ about 
knowin’ that country, out where th’ Kid 
came from. Suppose you tell us about 
it?” 

“I didn’t understand th’ Kid right 
when J said that,’’ replied the marshal. 
“It ain’t buffalo country. I thought it 
was, or had been, I should ’a’ said. I 
been checkin’ up cases on it, an’ I find 
that it’s too far south an’ west. I ain’t 
never been within near a thousand miles 
of it, except that time I visited in Tomb- 
stone, an’ that don’t count.’’ 

“That’s kinda tough,’’ said Hopalong, 
shaking his head regretfully. 

‘t Not very tough,’’ said Bat. ‘‘I know 
a town that ain't so very far away from 
it, an’ I know th’ name of th’ sheriff that 
lives in that town. It’s in Cactus 
County, an’ only last week that sheriff 
telegraphed here for us to keep our eyes 


open for any BHB cattle that came east 
along th’ old wagon trail. His name is 
Corson, an’ lie ranches near Willow 
Springs. I'd figger that yore best play 
would be to hunt him up an’ get him 
talkin’, If he can’t tell you what you 
want to know, then you might go out of 
yore way an’ try my friend Earp, down 
in Tombstone, Still, Corson is nearest 
an’ handiest, an’ that makes him yore 
best bet. Shall I wire him to expect 
yout”? 

“Yes; but you’ll have to tell him to 
expect us when he sees us,” replied 
Hopalong. He got up. ‘‘I'm goin’ up- 
stairs to talk some more with th’ Kid. 
Where’ll you boys be when I come down 
ag'in t” 


“TOIGHT bere,” said Matt, lazily. 

“Reckon mebby we can find a 
deck of cards, an’ if we all gang-up we’ll 
mebby have some kinda chance to get 
some Ewalt money. Five to one is fair 
odds ag’in him, I reckon.’’ 

Johnny laughed and his eyes twinkled. 

“Its fair odds till he figgers that 
somebody ain’t playin’ accordin’ to th’ 
Bible, in which case you’ll mebby need 
five more in yore gang.’’ He laughed 
again, wholeheartedly, as he looked at 
the grinning faces. ‘‘In this crowd I 
reckon five will be about right.’’ 

“I was tauglit that honesty was th’ 
best policy,’’ remarked Skinner. He 
chuckled. ‘‘Right now I’m admittin’, 
free an’ frank, that I believe it is.” 

‘‘Count me out,” said the marshal, 
getting to his feet. He was accustomed 
to heavy play, and these friendly games 
lacked sting. ‘‘I’m goin’ to pass th’ hat 
to a couple of fellers that won’t be in 
town when th’ crowd comes to life to- 
night. They oughta be good for near 
fifty dollars each. I reckon five hundred 
will see him through: if it won’t, then 
we ll raise th’ ante an’ build up a bigger 

ti 

“It'll be enough unless some tin-horn 
gets th’ Kid inte a game,” said Duncan 
with a frown. 

‘‘IĪn that case th’ whole town will turn 
out to plant th’ tin-horn, an’ hell shore 
be planted with his boots on,’’ retorted 
Bat, his eyes glinting ominously. He 
watched Hopalong as that person paused 
for a moment at the desks. ‘‘Hey, Cas- 
sidy : I’ll go down to th’ station an’ send 
that telegram to Corson. If there is anv 
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answer that you ought to have, I'll for- 
ward to any place Nelson tells me to.” 

“Good,” granted the leader, heading 
for the stairs. 

“Send it to Highbank, Bat,’’ said 
Johnny, thoughtfully. ‘‘Send it there 
if it comes in th’ next two days. We'll 
get it.” 

“AN right, Johnny. See you boys 
later,’’ said the marshal, and left the 
room, 

‘Well,’ said Johnny, looking around 
the cirela, ‘‘ we got some time to kill, an’ 
that poker suggestion sounds like a good 
one. What you say about playin’ a lit- 
tle poker for pocket money? Just a 
friendly little game to make us better 
acquainted ?”’ 

The answering nods made him face the 
desk to ask for a pack of cards, but he 
found the bellboy placing a deck on the 
table at his elbow. It was not a new 
deck, but that was of no moment in this 
crowd of friends and in so small a game 
Not a man present would miscall two 
pairs or take any unfair advantage of 
his friends. 

‘Good for you, sonny,’’ said Johnny, 
smiling at the yonngster. ‘‘Let’s see if 
I’ve got a two-bit piece handy.” 

‘No, sir!’’ replied the boy, his eyes as 
big as saucers. He backed away hastily. 
“I don’t take no tips from my friends.” 

The afternoon train came and went, 
and with it went Ewalt and Nelson, mak- 
ing the first move in the campaign of 
skunk- killing. 


CHAPTER IV 


N the sun-scorehed platform at 
() Highbank there were piles of im- 
pedimenta, volled blankets can- 
taining things thought necessary 
for a campaign im the open country on 
horseback. Tex Ewalt and Johnny Nel- 
son stood near them, watching the heavy 
train slow down; and they swore gently 
when they saw that they had guessed 
wrong as to just where the baggage car 
would stop. Before they could do any- 
thing more than bend over the piles of 
belongings, their freinds swarmed down 
to the platform and gave them eager aid; 
and then, the job finished, they all has- 
tened into the eating station to make the 
best of the remaining twenty minutes. 


“All aboard! All aboard!’’ sounded 
outside. Footsteps came nearer and a 
blue-clad trainman poked his head in at 
the door. ‘‘ All aboard !’’ 

There was a seramble, the sigh of re- 
leased airbrakes, and a complaining of 
coupling rods and pins. Slowly the little 
station platform and its group of curi- 
ous idlers moved backward; slowly the 
train gathered headway up the grade, 
and the clicking of the rail joints came 
at steadily decreasing intervals. 

Next morning three men sat in the 
washroom, depressed by a night almost 
devoid of sleep. They were not accus- 
tomed to sleeping-car berths or to sleep- 
ing in a roar of sound. 

“Feel better, mebby, after breakfast,”’ 
growled one of them, tnrning from a 
basin. ‘‘I’d rather sleep in a saddle, any 
time.’’ 

“Td near as soan sit up all night in a 
day coach,” replied the second. ‘‘An’, 
man! There shore was two champcen 
snorers fightin’ it out last night! I'd 
call it even-up, an’ let it go.” 

The third man was looking over a rail- 
road map, and now he folded it up and 
tossed it aside. 

‘We had our choice of gettin’ off at th’ 
breakfast stop, or goin’ on to Carter, 
where she stops for dinner. Either one 
is a hundred miles out of our way, but I 
figgered that Carter was th’ best. Now 
I reckon we’d ’a’ saved ourselves a lot 
of misery if we’d picked th’ first.” 

‘*Better chance to get hosses at Car- 
ter,” said Tex, remembering the deciding 
faetor. 

Dave Saunders nodded, and turned a 
smiling face to the third man. 

‘<We shore can stand a little more bull- 
doggin’, Hoppy,’’ he said. 

‘You young fellers oughta be able to 
if I can,’’ said Hopalong, sighing in res- 
ignation, and glancing suspiciously at 
Tex’s sudden snort of derision. Then he 
moved over and made way for a new- 
comer, a stranger. 

The washroom began to fill, and the 
three friends decided that they might 
better give others a chance at whatever 
comfort might be found in the arrange- 
ments of the room. They moved sway- 
ingly down the narrow aisle, side-step- 
ping the porter, his ladder, valises, and a 
string of moving passengers; and they 
sighed with rclicf when they discovered 
that their berths had disappeared and 
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that they could sit down in comfort. 

One by one the other members of the 
party made their appearance and went 
baek to their own ears, pausing only long 
enough to exchange grouchy greetings. 

Breakfast, and a good one, did much to 
lessen the gloom, and the six travelers 
began to take a renewed interest in the 
swiftly moving scenery, and of that there 
was plenty. So the morning passed, and 
then came the stop for the noon meal, and 
freedom, Three hours later a little cav- 
aleade left the town behind, well 
mounted, well supplied, and cheerful un- 
der the prospect of cooking their supper 
in the open, sleeping on a stable founda- 
tion, and having room to move about. 
Three days were passed on the trail, and 
then a sprawled-out village loomed up 
on the horizon. 

‘Willow Springs,” grunted Hopalong. 

“Fair grazin’ country,” said the man 
at his side, ‘‘but not nothin’ like we got 
up north.” 

Careless conversations were going on 
about them, and here and there a good- 
natured laugh told of high spirits. 

‘*Chevenne, wasn’t it?” asked Saun- 
ders. scanning the signboards ahead in 
search of the saloon, 

‘*Yeah; an’ there it is,” replied Hopa- 
long. ‘‘An’ there’s a human bein’ out- 
side of it that’s even longer an’ thinner 
than Skinny Thompson. He’s a deppety, 
too, by his badge. It flashes th’ stm al- 
most like a lookin’ glass.’’ 


HE long, skinny deputy with the 

badge was regarding them with a elose 
interest, for their rigs suggested visitors 
from another part of the country; and 
for two days he had been waiting to wel- 
come expected visitors. He pushed out 
from the wall, stuck his head in at the 
door, and said something ; and thereupon 
Bob Corson, sheriff of Cactus County, 
stepped to the street. The two offieers 
studied the leader of the eavaleade, 
nodded triumphantly to each other, and 
grinned their welcome as the cavaleade 
stopped. 

“Glad to see you. Cassidy, an’ all you 
boys,’’ said the sheriff, eonscious that 
men were stepping to the street from 
every building in the town. The fame of 
these riders had gone on before them. 

‘*Glad to get here. an’ to sce you, 
Sheriff,” said the leader. 

“What you say about washin’ down 


some of th’ dust, an’ then head out for 
th’ raneh? Or, mebby, you'd rather 
Stay here in town?” said the sheriff. 

“It am’t fair to dump this hungry 
gang onto no willin’ host,’ replied Hopa- 
long, chuckling. ‘*But before we go any 
farther, Mr. Corson, let me name th’ 
boys,’” and the introductions were duly 
performed. 

“I didn’t know for shore if you was 
real,’ Matt Skinner was saying to Nue- 
ees, the long, skinny deputy. ‘‘You 
shore didn’t cast no shadow.” 

“That’s because I was a-standin’ edge- 
ways to th’ san,’’ chuckled Nueces, own- 
img to a sudden liking for this free- 
handed insulter of deputies. ‘‘Listen! I 
just heard Steve pull out a cork; let’s go 
an’ take a look!’’ 

They did, and Steve became a littl 
flustered by the line-up at his humble 
bar; but he slid three bottles to their 
fate and let his customers jook after 
themselves. 

The eonversation became general, and 
round followed round; but Steve noticed 
that fhe strangers, and Corson and Nue- 
ees as well, were careful not to cover the 
bottoms of the giasses too decply. He 
nodded: perhaps that was one of the rea- 
sons why they all were alive at this late 
date. Steve sold liquor as a business, 
but in his heart he was always ready to 
commend the reasonable use of it. 

“,.. eat you out of house an’ home,’’ 
Hopalong was protesting. 

‘*But we got a round-up cook, ` replied 
Corson. ‘‘He don’t seare at nothin’ short 
of a regiment; and, besides, he’s been 
makin’ a lot of fancy fixin’s. I reekon he 
might feel a little put out if you boys 
don’t eat ’em,”’ 

“Then I don’t see how I can stick it 
out ag’in you any longer,’’ said Hopa- 
long. ‘‘I’d feel th’ same way if things 
was turned around. Wel,” he sail, 
turning to face his companions, ‘‘you 
boys ready to drift along?” 

They were, and they did. 

The next day found the talk settling 
down to the real business of the visit, a 
talk open to any man on the ranch who 
eared to listen or to take part. It seemed 
that the marshal of Bulltown had been 
somewhat detailed in his eorrespondence 
with Willow Springs, for the local sheriff 
had anticipated several eontingencies. 
Proof of this developed after supper on 
the seeond night, when the sounds of a 
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walking horse neared the bunkhouse and 
ceased just outside the door. 

In a moment a splendid example of 
Mexican manhood, dressed in the height 
of fashion, stepped into the big room, and 
removed his sombrero with a flourish. 
His bearing was that of a prince of royal 
blood. 

‘Eet ees my pleasure to come en per- 
son, Sefior Corson,” he said, his white 
teeth gleaming under his trim mustache. 

‘Why, that’s downright kind of you, 
Señor Chavez,’’ exclaimed the owner of 
the JC and the sheriff of the county. He 
leaped to his feet and extended a hand. 
“I expected to send my friends to you.” 

“Then I would have been honor’, 
sefior; but I thought eet best to talk 
fir-rst her-re. No one saw me ride, No 
one knows. There ees no, what you call 
—leenk ?—to cause regret later, not? 

‘“Gentlemen,’’ said Corson, smiling 
around the room, ‘‘let me make you all 
acquainted with Sefior Chavez, who has 
ridden up here from Old Mexico to aid us 
ih deciding some points, if he ean. Señor, 
this is Hopalong Cassidy.” 

The Mexican did not raise a hand while 
he looked into the faded blue eyes, or 
while he spoke. 

‘‘Señor Cassi-day, I hav’ heard many 
theengs of you; ver’ many, endeed. 
Some I liked ; some, not; but I have never 
hear-rd that you ar-re not a man and a 
gentleman. Weel you honor me weeth 
your hand ?”’ 


OPALONG was looking elosely at 
the speaker, and now he slowly ex- 
tended his hand. 

‘Every man is entitled to his own 
opinion,” he said, quietly. ‘‘We can’t 
all figger things alike.” 

‘Dave Saunders,’’ said Corson, turn- 
ing to the Cottonwocd Gulch man. 

“I am honor’ to know you, sefior,” 
said the Mexican, bowing. 

“Tex Ewalt,’’ continued Corson, his 
smile growing. 

“Hah! Do you know, Señor Ewalt, I 
once met a man who sat all day weeth 
the pack of car-rds. He e-shufie, cut; 
e-shuffle, eut—all day. At the end of a 
week I ask heem; ‘What you do weeth 
those damn’ fool ear-rds?’? You would 
laugh, Señor Ewalt. He says: ‘To be 
like Tex Ewalt.’ { say to beem: ‘You 
damn’ fool: Tex Ewah, he was bor-rn 
weeth a geeft. Ect ees not to be acquire’. 


I am honor’, señor, to e-shake your 
hand.’’ 

*<Th? honor runs both ways, Señor 
Chavez,’’ said Tex, laughing heartily. 

‘*Matt Skinner, señor,” chuckled Cor- 
son, turning to another of the group. The 
sheriff was very much relieved, for things 
were going smoother than he thought: 
to introduce a first-class cattle thief to 
men like these—well, they didn’t know 
it yet. 

“I am beatin’ you to it, Señor Cha- 
vez,’’ said Matt, holding out his big, bony 
hand. ‘‘You’ve never heard of me.’’ 

“Then I can onlee ask you, ees Baldy 
well?’’ replied the Mexican, grasping the 
outheld hand. 

‘Great Gawd! You win!” í 

“Meet Wyatt Duncan, señor,” said 
Corson, laughing outright. He was sur- 
prised, although he knew that if he had 
heard of these men, there was no reason 
why the Mexican should not have heard 
as much. As a matter of fact, remem- 
bering the Mexican’s organization, Sefior 
Chavez might well know more than he 
did. 

‘‘ Bet you ten, even money, you never 
heard of me,’’ said Wyatt, extending his 
hand. 

“*Shall we ask my fr-riend to hold the 
e-stakes, Señor Duncan ; my fr-riend who 
once leeved near the Black Buttes?’’ 

All eyes were now on this Mexican, 
frankly and suspiciously on him; but he 
gave no sign that he was conscious of it. 
He could have spoken of Saunders’ ac- 
tivities had he wished, far away as they 
had been ; but he was a bandit, and found 
vigilante activities distasteful. He fol- 
lowed Corsan’s gesture and bowed as the 
last name was mentioned. 

“I am glad to meet weeth you, Señor 
Nelson. I onderstand that the Snake 
Buttes ar-re ver’ tame.” 

‘Thanks to my friends,” said Johnny, 
shaking hands, 

en all were seated again, Corson 
looked around the cirele and let his gaze 
rest on Hopalong. 

‘Th’ Bulltown marshal told me quite 
a lot, Cassidy,” he said, slowly and 
thoughtfully. ‘‘From it I have been able 
to make a pretty shrewd guess why you 
boys are in this part of th’ country. In 
sympathy I am with you; but, as that 
section is well out of my jurisdiction, I 
eannot join you, officially and in person. 
You wanted directions, an’ what infor- 
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mation I could get, That right?” 

Nods and grunts of affirmation an- 
swered him. 

“I reekon so,” he continued. ‘‘But 
there is another side to th’ matter. You 
are concerned only in one definite affair: 
finding just one gang of cut-throats, and 
nothin’ else. Thet right?’’ 

“You’ve put a name to it,” said Hopa- 
long. ‘‘Just one gang, an’ nobody or 
nothin’ else.”’ 


“TMHEN, if you should run up against 

other people, who are not connected 
with yore gang a-tall, an’ they let you 
alone, you will let them alone?’’ 

“Shore: why not?’’ replicd Hopalong. 
‘What has all this got to do with us?” 

‘‘Quite a lot, Cassidy; quite a lot,” 
answered his host, with a glance at the 
Mexican. ‘‘If you went blundering 
down into that eountry without knowing 
the conditions, you would get mixed up 
fightin’ people that have nothin’ to do 
with your affairs. You might be so busy 
fightin’ th’ wrong men that th’ others 
would get away, or join hands in a eom- 
mor war ag’in you; an’ th’ fellers that 
you are after are only a few, many as 
they are, when compared to the other 
erowd, From what I have heard about 
you an’ yore friends, if you give yore 
word, you keep it. That right?’’ 

‘‘Shore!’’ said Hopalong, somewhat 
shortly. 

“Th’ Bulltown marshal says you are 
after Big Henry’s gang. 1’m right glad 
that somebody wants ’em bad enough to 
go in after ’em. But you don’t want 
El Toro’s erowd, do you?”’ 

‘“Who’s he?” asked Hopalong, curi- 
ously. 

‘He ees not so well known as you, 
sefior,’’ said Chavez, smiling. 

“Hell he ain’t!’’ snapped Johnny, 
leaning forward in his chair, ‘‘He’s that 

“Excuse me, Nelson!’’ interrupted 
Corson hurriedly. ‘‘Let’s not say any- 
thin’ abont persons that don’t touch this 
present matter. You boys want Big 
Henry an’ his gang. Yon don’t want 
nobody else. Let’s have that understood 
before we go on. Am I right?” 

‘Yes. Nobody else counts with us,’’ 
replicd Hopalong, beginning to find a 
good and sufficient reason for Corson’s 
attitude. He glanced out of the corner 
of his eye at the Mexican, just a flash 


glance, and then he was regarding Cor- 
son steadily. ‘We'll pass you our word 
on that, Corson; eh, boys?’’ 

Affirmations answered him, and Cor- 
son sat back with a gentle sigh of relief. 

‘‘Good,” he said, and turned toward 
the Mexican. ‘‘Seiior Chavez will talk 
from now on.” 

“I theenk I know the theeng that you 
ar-re interest’ in,’’ said Chavez. ‘‘ Ect 
ees a theeng that I deed not like. Ect 
was so—so On-neeessary. I e-spik for 
Señor El Toro. Eef you do not bother 
heem, who had notheeng to do weeth that 
r-rottenuness, weeth w’at happened, then 
you may do w’at you weesh wecth Beeg 
Henry. That ees a bar-rgain, señores?’ 

““We’ve already said it was,’’ replied 
Hopalong. 

‘Ah, yes; so yon deed; so you deed,” 
admitted the Mexican, bowing. ‘‘Eef 
you weel do me the honor to leesten, I 
weel teel you the standing of matters een 
that par-rt of the countr-ry. Ect ees em- 
portant that you should know of thees.” 

‘Th’ more we know, th’ better off we 
are,’’ admitted Iopalong. 

“That ces so,’’ said Chavez, and he 
looked around the eirele of faces, smiling 
at each in turn. 

‘‘Señor El Toro,’’ he continued, plac- 
idly, ‘‘ees a Mexican bandit, heces hand 
against hees bastar-rd government. He 
mus’ leeve, an’ hees men, they must leeve. 
Hees hand eet r-reaches out over a gr- 
reat section of the countr-ry. Een that 
eountr-ry lie ees w’at you call boss. But 
ther-re ar-re par-rts of ect een wheeeh 
he has small interest. Beeg Ienr-ry ees 
een that par-rt. 

“Beeg Henr-ry, he knows hees beans, 
as you say. So he sends wor-rd to El 
Toro weeth a beezeness proposition. 
There ees a line he wecl not eross. 
Ther-re ees a sum of money he weel pay. 
He weel not meddle wecth El Toro’s af- 
fairs; El Toro weel not meddle weeth 
Beeg Henr-ry’s. They both agree on 
that. They ar-re not fricnds, and they 
ar-re not enemies. Beeg Henr-ry ecs an 
Amerieano; all hees men ar-re Ameri- 
canos. El Toro ees a Mexiean, an’ all 
hees men they ar-re Mexieans, Ther-re 
weel be no confusion; cach side ees 
marked by the good God; each side, by 
eets race. Thees ees plain, señores?” 


ORE nods and grunts of affirmation 
answered him, His auditors were 
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interested, to say the least, and they were 
following him with the keenest attention, 
Some of them had begun to confuse iden- 
tities, and their minds were working 
mueh the same as was that of their 
leader. 

‘Eef you fight weeth Beeg Henr-ry, 
eet ees not El Toro’s fight: he ees not for 
you, or against you—openly. But eet 
steeks een hees craw, as you say, that 
theeng Beecg Henr-ry did, he and hees 
men. Madre de Dios! How eeny man 
could do sueh a devil theeng—”’ 

‘We know how—but not why,” cut in 
Cassidy shortly. ‘‘There was something 
back of it, certainly—no man, except per- 
haps an Apache, would torture a woman 
like that. There was something they 
were trying to find out. What it was, 
even the Kid didn’t know. If we get 
our hands on Big Henry, though, welt 
find out.” 

“Bueno. Eet was one devil theeng— 
the devil mus’ pay. Though that coun- 
tr-ry ees El Toro’s countr-ry, you geeve 
heem your word that you make no tr-rou- 
ble for Mexicans—and eet ees yours to 
do with as you weesh.’’ 

‘“We shore won’t make any trouble for 
Mexicans, ’’ said Hopalong, thoughtfully, 
‘unless, of course, they make trouble 
for us.’’ 

“I can promise you no Mexicans will 
annoy you,’’ said the tall lithe caballero. 
A second later he left the room. Carson 
followed him. 


CHAPTER V 


UECES drew rein at the edge of 

| \ | the lava desert, his companions 

following suit and bunching 
around him. 

“I’ve never been farther than this,” 
admitted the horse-faced deputy, looking 
out over the forbidding and grotesque 
stretch of rock and sand, with its gray- 
green vegetation and thrusting cacti. 
‘‘Never had no need to,’’ he grunted. 

“Sorry we have,” said somebody be- 
hind him. 

‘‘Somewhere near th’ middle of this 
devil’s playground,’’ continued Nueces, 
‘Cig a town, an outlaw town, without an 
honest man in it. Up north it’s Jack- 
son's Hole; down here, Hell’s Center. 
There ave several ways in to it, if you 


know ’em: I don’t. We'll go to th’ 
water hole, an’ stay there till mornin’. 
It’s a right good place, an’ th’ water is 
good.” 

In a moment the eavaleade was under 
way again, riding slowly and silently, 
and when it stopped it had reached 
Tinaja Verde, the only known potable 
water for cighty miles of riding north 
and south. The water oozed out of a 
stratum of rock and was sweet and cool. 

The deserts of high altitudes, onee the 
sun goes down, cool rapidly; a brisk, 
sputtering fire baffled the darkness of the 
desert night and gave a grateful warmth 
to the circle of men seated closely around 
it. Two of their number were missing, 
standing guard somewhere out in the 
darkness, stolidly waiting their turn at 
the fire and blankets. Grotesque sha- 
dows loomed on the rock wall, and the 
reflection of the fire on the rock could 
be seen for a fair distance. 

“Who comes? Quien es?” rang out 
a challenge from the north, and tke cirele 
at the fire stirred and became alert. 

“Amigo. Fr-riend,’’ sounded the in- 
stant answer. 

“Then head for th’ fire, an’ keep in 
my sight till you get there,” ordered the 
sentry, moving so that the newcomer 
stood silhouetted against the distant 
light. 

‘Si, si, señor; I onderstand.”’ 

TheMexican advanced into the circle 
of light, his white teeth shining in a 
friendly smile. 

** Ah, Señor Nueces! Iam glad to fin’ 
you so soon.” 

“Hello, Felipe! There was only one 
place to look for me. You headin’ for 
San Ignacio?” asked Nueces, motioning 
for the visitor to seat himself in the 
cirele, and looking at his complacent 
frienlls, ‘‘This is Felipe,’’ he explained. 
‘*He’s El Toro’s eyes an’ ears. I can 
vouch for him. Sit down, amigo.” 

“ Gracias,” replied Felipe, sitting 
cross-legged in the space provided for 
him. ‘‘ Yes, I go to San Ignacio.”’ 

Nueces chuckled. 

“Curious layout, this desert,’’ ob- 
served Hopalong, his eyes on the lithe, 
brown-skinned guest. 

‘Si, señor ; eet ees ver’ curious.’’ 

“You ever cross it?” 

‘Si, si: many time. I deed not car-re, 
mooch.’’ 


**Reckon not,” replied Hopalong. 
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**Cross it from different directions?” he 
persisted, carelessly. 

“Si, Si; but most fr-rom the south.’’ 

“Any water holes on it?” drawled 
Skinner, getting the drift of the ques- 
tions. 

“Si, si; ther-re ar-re oh, thees num- 
ber,” answered Felipe, thrusting out 
both hands, with two fingers curled back. 
“Ocho.” 

“Eight,” muttered Nueces, nodding 
his head. 

“Ever been iu Hell’s Center?” asked 
the deputy, feeling for tobacco sack. 

“Twice, Señor Nueces, et ees well 
name’.’’ The black eyes glanced around 
the circle, and their owner smiled. He 
was here to give information. but not 
eagerly, not to volunteer it. He would 
answer questions. 

“Th? towu very far from here?’’ 
asked Dunean, idly breaking a grease- 
wood twig in a very casual manner. 

“A day’s ride cef you know the way.” 

“Hum!” said Dunean, tossing the bits 
of greasewoud ou the fire, where they 
flared up swiftly. 

“You know th’ way?” asked Hop- 
along, curiously, looking the Mexican 
squarely in the eye. 


ELIPE shrugged his shoulders and 
paused in the making of the second 
cigarette. 

“Seex, eight, ten ways, señor; there 
ees even one from here, close by.” 

‘*Figgered there would be, seein’ this 

is a water hole,” grunted Hopalong. 
“Most trails lead to water in this eoun- 
try.”’ 
‘*Once you find it, th’ rest is easy,” 
suggested Nueees. ‘‘In a place like that 
lava hell there won’t be much strayin’ 
from a single trail. It oughta be purty 
well marked, baek from th’ edge, once 
you locate it.” 

“Si,” said Felipe, exhaling a lungful 
of smoke. ‘‘The beginning ees many 
ways, and not well to be seen ; but een less 
than one mile, the many ways they come 
together, and go on ag one.”’ 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Nueees. ‘‘Sup- 
posin’ you was figgerin’ to visit th’ town: 
where'd you start, from here ?”’ 

‘“Bet you weel ride weeth me a short 
ways to-morrow, I weel e-show you,” re- 
plicd Felipe. ‘‘I weel e-show you the 
ether tr-rails eef you weesh.” ` 

Wyatt Duncan shifted his position for 


better eomfort, looking at the Mexiean. 
Then he glanced around the circle and 
cleared his throat. 

‘Oue trail oughta be enough; but it 
might come in handy to know some of th’ 
others,” he said, suggestively. 

“That depends considerable on an- 
other question,’’ said Hopalong, thought- 
fully. ‘‘It depends on whcther we should 
ride in in a body, or straggle in, a man 
or two at a time, an’ froin different di- 
rections, What you boys think about 
it?” 

‘*That’s something we'll have to talk 
over,” said Matt Skinuer, glancing side- 
ways at the Mexican. ‘‘There’s mebby 
a lot of things we’ll have to talk—’’ 

“Quien es? Who eomes?’’ sharply 
rang out the voice ot the southern sentry, 
eutting Skinner’s words off short. 

There was no answering voice, and the 
eirele around the fire, making a series of 
beautiful lighted targets, arose as one 
man and melted into the darkness, 

A guu crashed, and agaiu. Lead 
screamed trom the rocky ridge above the 
fire. Again a gun crashed, this time from 
the west. Twigs snipped and sifted down. 
Rustlings sounded here and there, inter- 
spersed by low words of eaution. There 
eame the sudden creak of leather, the 
pounding of hoofs and two more shots, 

A horse burst out of the darkness, run- 
ning and plunging and kieking; and 
something weighty dragged from a stir- 
rup, jerked heavily by the frantie animal, 
A shadow rose out of the darkness along 
the ground like a jaek-in-the-box, and 
leaped for the head of the panicky horse. 
In another moment two more shadows 
joined the first and subdued the fright- 
ened animal. 

‘.. . tore past me in th’ dark an’ 
like to run me down,’’ one of the shadows 
was saying. The voice sounded as if it be- 
longed to Tex. ‘‘Fired point blank at 
me. If th’ hoss hadn’t shied at me, I’d 
be on my way to hell, right now. Onee 
was enough, so I let him have it. I 
knowed he wasn’t none of us: he was 
mounted.” 

““Mobby, Nueces or that Mex. will 
know who he is—or was,’’ said the second 
shadow. ‘‘Looks like th’ pot’s opened— 
for th’ limit.” 

“In a table-stake game.’ said Tex. 

‘Shore does,’’ said the third shadow. 
“Untangle him, an’ we'l earry him in to 
th’ fire,” and the speaker aided in pull- 
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ing the foot of the dead man back 
through the stirrup, where it had slipped 
and locked. He straightened up sud- 
denly. 

‘‘ Looks like that gang ain’t waitin’ for 
us to call. Wonder how they learned 
anythin’ about us?’’ he asked. 

‘Saw th’ fire, scouted up close enough 
to see that we was strangers an’ to hear 
us talkin’, an’ then tried to get away 
with th’ news.”’ 

‘“Mebby : sounds reasonable. If he was 
alone, there’s no harm done,’’ said the 
third shadow. He raised his voice care- 
lessly, and other shadows appeared. 


T the fire the carriers laid down their 

burden and Nueces and the Mexican 

bent over it. They straightened up at 

the same time, looking across at each 
other, and gently nodding, 

“Black Jim,” said Nueces, squinting 
thoughtfully. 

“8i,” said Felipe, nodding again. 

‘An’ who’s hef”? asked Hopalong, 
euriously. 

“One of Big Henry’s gang,” answered 
Nueces. ‘‘Fast work, fast work.” 

“Then that makes one less,’’ grunted 
Skinner complacently. 

“Which don’t cut ‘em down very 
much,’’ said Nueces. ‘‘Still, every little 
bit helps.” He turned to the Mexican. 
“Tve heard all kinds of rumors, Felipe: 
how many are in that gang?’’ 

“ Mebby twenty, mebby thir-rty. They 
come and they go. When all are together, 
mebby thir-rty. Beeg Henry, Black 
Jeem, Geor-rge White, E-steve Smeeth, 
Tom Walters, Paso Frank—thy ar-re the 
beeg ones; but ther-re ar-re many others. 
Beeg Henry: si, but not so beeg as El 
Toro!” 

As Felipe ealled off the names, his com- 
panions nodded at each one: they were 
the names which had been told to them 
back in Bulltown, the names. they treas- 
ured. Toward the others of the gang 
they bore no strong animosity in advance 
of events which might, by their pressure, 
arouse equal feelings of hostility against 
the lesser and unnamed members of the 
gang. 

A general discussion now took place 
around the fire, but Hopalong remained 
out of it. He was sitting eross-legged 
just outside the circle, silent and contem- 
plative. At last he threw away his dead 
cigarette and felt for his beloved and 


odorous corn-eob, as a better aid to 
thought. Minutes passed and the pipe 
was smoked out. He took it from his lips 
and mechanically knocked out the dead 
ashes. 

‘Well,’ he said, suddenly, looking 
around the circle of friends. ‘‘Twenty 
or thirty kinda changes things. I had 
hoped to ride in, ask some questions, spot 
our men, an’ start shootin’. No use to 
waste a lot of time when it ain’t neces- 
sary; but now I reckon it’s necessary. 
We got to use our wits as much as our 
guns: mebby more.’’ 

“Split up,’’ suggested Skinner, pick- 
ing Nelson’s tobaeco sack from its pocket. 

“Yeah; split up,” echoed Hopalong. 
“It’s th’ best thing we can do. We'll 
learn some of th’ other trails in, an’ use 
tem, If anythin’ gocs wrong, or we get 
divided, an’ want to come together, this 
will be th’ place to meet. Chances are 
we'll be leavin’ that town in a hurry, an’ 
mebby will have trouble gettin’ supplies 
for th’ outward trip. We'll take care of 
that before we leave here, an’ cache 
plenty of supplies right near here: 
canned goods, ca’tridges, things that will 
keep. That will let us go in light, leave 
light, an’ not have to worry about grub 
after we get out.” 

“I ean cache ’em so an Injun can’t 
find ’em,’’ said Duncan. 

“*Good,’’ replied Hopalong. He rubbed 
his chin. ‘“‘Split up: yeah. Tex an’ I 
can play our parts easy: we'll be just 
plain gamblers. You fellers will have to 
figger out yore own plays, an’ pair up to 
suit yoreselves. I reckon we don’t want 
to get in there at th’ same time, either. 
Splittin’ up wouldn’t do us much good, 
if we did.’’ 

They were all around the fire now, the 
guards tarrying awhile before going back 
on duty. The same thoughts were in the 
minds of all: split up into ones, twos, or 
even threes, and work in from different 
directions; and this led, almost automat- 
ically, to the thought about companions, 
to the thought of whom they would select. 


AUNDERS looked across at Duncan, 
grinned, and nodded at the sudden 
knowing expression on his friend's face. 
*“Reckon me an’ Dunean can fizger out 
somethin’ that’ll suit us,’’ Saunders re- 
marked, thus indicating his choice of 
companion. 
“‘Reckon that hitches us up double, 
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Nelson,’ said Matt Skinner, chuckling 
and looking expectantly at Johnny. He 
laughed with poorly concealed pleasure. 
“Us young an’ good-lookin’ fellers 
onghta stick together, anyhow. I reekon 
we oughta get along real well if nobody 
picks a fight with us.” 

Nelson pretended to look frightened. 

“You don’t want to seare me to death 
before we start, Matt,” he replied, a 
broad grin wreathing his tanned faee. 
The grin was wiped out by a sndden 
thought. ‘‘Ifalf of our tronbles will be 
over if we don’t know or associate with 
th’ rest of this crowd.”’ 

“‘More’n half,” said Matt, quickly. 
“We'll make us some new friends in 
Hell’s Center, an’ start out with a brand- 
new deek.” 

“That’s th’ play for us all, of course,’’ 
said Tex. ‘‘We might just as well ride 
in there in a bunch as to know each other 
right off after we get there. I think 
Hoppy’s right about me an’ him goin’ in 
together: we’re both able to earn a fair 
livin’ at poker. an’ we won’t have to play 
any parts in that respect. It’s th’ natu- 
ral thing for both of us.”’ 

He arose, deftly adjusting his belts, 
and turned to leave the fire. 

“II stand my wateh, boys. Up there 
on th’ top of that ledge. That means 
that I ean see th’ whole layout, an’ that 
means that there won’t be no need for 
th’ second sentry.’’ 

“TII go with you,” said Hopalong, 
getting to his feet. ‘‘We ean talk things 
out while these boys do th’ same thing 
right here.” 

Nueces eleared his throat. 

“T’ll stand th’ wateh after you, 
Ewalt,’’? he volunteered. ‘‘I ean sleep 
all day to-morrow, if I want to, while you 
boys will have to keep ridin’. I’ll go on 
duty when you come back, Tex; an’ then 
stay on all th’ rest of th’ night.” He 
chuckled at the expostulations which met 
his announeed self-saerifice, and waved 
the argument aside. 

“I can’t go with you, but I shore pine 
to do what I can. It’s all settled when 
th’ deppety speaks. As a matter of fact, 
I’d just as soon start right now, an’ run 
th’ whole trick. That’s th’ idear, Ewalt! 
You an’ Cassidy stay here with th’ gang 
an’ talk everythin’ over with ’em, while 
you got plenty of time. I'll go up on th’ 
ledge right now.’’ 

“I weel go weeth you, an’ e-sleep while 


ES 


you watch,” offered the Mexican, thus 
effacing himself with graceful tact. 
‘‘Then you e-sleep while I wateh, no?’’ 

“Shore! That’s th’ idear, Felipe. 
Me an’ you will guard these tenderfeet 
an’ listen to their suores. Set right down 
ag'in, Tex; yon, too, Cassidy. You boys 
ain’t got much time to arrange things 
before you split up.’’ He laughed and 
shook his head, and stnbbornly held to 
his purpose ; and at last they let him have 
his own way and watehed him and the 
Mexican fade into the night. 


CHAPTER VI 


were cached, and everything was 

cleared away by sunrise. Nueces 

led Hopalong and Tex northward 
along the edge of the lava desert, follow- 
ing detailed instructions which he had 
obtained from Felipe during their wateh 
of the night before. It had been agreed 
that Hopalong and Tex were to go in 
first along the northern trail. Nueces 
would put them on it and leave them, 
himself returning to Willow Springs. 

The Mexican and the others rode 
southward along the trail toward Sau 
Ignacio on their way to other routes lead- 
ing in to Hell’s Center. It was about 
noon when the guide drew up and waved 
a hand toward the west, nodding signifi- 
cantly. 

“‘Wheech of the señores go een 
fir-rst?’’ he asked, expeetantly. 

“‘Don’t make any difference as far as 
I ean see,’’ said Saunders, glancing in- 
qniringly at his partner in the venture. 
Dunean nodded his agreement, and his 
companion continued. ‘‘We’re ready to 
start, Nelson, if you an’ Skinner are sat- 
isfied.’’ 

‘Makes no difference,” replied 
Johnny, his eyes on Skinher’s placid 
face. Matt nodded. 

“We won't say so-long yet,” remarked 
Saunders. ‘‘ As soon as Felipe shows us 
th’ trail we’ll come back ag’in. We've 
got to wait a couple of days before we 
start in, so as not to get to Hell's Center 
at th’ same time Hopalong an’ Tex ar- 
rive. We’ll hole up somewhere not far 
away from here. We can allus get water 
back where we camped last night. Go 
ahead, Felipe.’’ 


Besse was eaten, snpplies 


AR emme e e re a ree mC oaa oani 
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The Mexican swung his horse toward the 
lava sea, and in a few moments the three 
men were lost to the sight of their wait- 
ing friends. The high and broken lava 
ridges swallowed them quickly. 

‘“Great place for a hide-out, or am- 
bushes,’’ growled Nelson, squinting at 
the lava waste. ‘‘A couple of men that 
knew this layout could stand off a 
dozen.” 

‘Bad as th’ Modoc country,” grunted 
Skinner. ‘‘Reckon mebby it’s even 
worse.” 

In a little more than a quarter of an 
hour Felipe and his two companions 
emerged and soon joined the waiting 
pair. 

“We got her figgered,’’ said Saunders, 
pulling up. ‘‘Found th’ main trail. 
We'll wait here two days an’ then start 
in.” 

They shook hands all around, and 
Felipe again led the way southward at a 
distance-eating lope. 

‘“We’ve got to wait a day or two on 
our own account,” said Nelson, breaking 
a half-hour’s silence. He glanced at the 
guide. ‘‘Hope you can locate us not too 
far away from water.” 

‘We go to San Ignacio, sefiores. That 
ees wher-re you weel e-stay onteel time 
for to r-ride een. San Ignacio ees 
wher-re Hell’s Center gets supplies. The 
tr-rail fr-rom ther-re een ees not so 
har-rd to follow, and eet ees not so long. 
Eet ees well travel’.”’ 

“Suits me,” grunted Matt. 
rather wait in town than out here.”’ 

‘““Ain’t so shore,’’ growled Johnny. 
“From what I’ve heard, San Ignacio is 
hell on wheels.”’ 

“Dark streets an’ doorways, huh?’’ 
muttered Matt, thoughtfully. 

“Eet ces mebby hell to é-strangers,’ 
said Felipe, nodding and smiling. T 
eef e-strangers mind their own beezeness 
and ar-re known to El Toro, eet weel be 
different. Of that we weel e-spik more 
wen we get ther-re.”’ 

“Keno,” grunted Matt, loosening his 
neckerchief. 

“Yeah,” growled Johnny, glancing 
out over the lava desert on his right. 

Mile followed mile. Night came slowly 
on. From a ridge they at last looked 
southward across a low, wide valley, 
where man-made glints of light shone 
under the magnificent blazing of the 
stars. Down the slope, across a stretch 
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of level sand, and then they splashed 
through the shallow, turgid boundary 
river, to emerge on its farther bank. 
They were in Mexico, and the kerosene 
lamps of San Ignacio beckoned them on. 

‘‘Quicn es?” rang out sharply from a 
scrubby patch of chaparral. 


p ELIPE answered the challenge, 
speaking swiftly in Spanish, and led 
the way again after the momentary 
pause. They came to and passed the first 
scattered adobe houses, stray dogs snarl- 
ing at them and slouching out of their 
path. 

They had reached San Ignacio, one of 
the worst of the border towns, where the 
length of a man’s life was often deter- 
mined by the contents of his pockets. 
Here they were to wait, marking time be- 
fore following the lava desert trail north- 
westwardly to Hell’s Center. 

The three riders dismounted near the 
door of the cantina and entered. The big 
room was filled with the hum of a melo- 
dious language, through which sounded 
the thin but lively notes of stringed in- 
struments. Everything was bathed in a 
blaze of light. 

As they entered the door the two 
Americans looked sidewise and over their 
shoulders. An armed man sat on each 
side of the door, against the wall. 
Whether they were there as guards, or 
just chanced to have dropped in that po- 
sition, the strangers did not know; but 
they exchanged significant glances and 
centinued after their guide, careless of 
the frowns which met them on all sides. 
They went, as straight as the layout of 
the tables would permit, toward a slight- 
ly raised platform in the far corner of 
the room. On this two men were seated. 
One of them was the Mexican whom they 
had met in the JC bunkhouse. If this 
proved to be El Toro, then they had been 
right in their guess up in the bunkhouse. 

El Toro regarded their approach with 
a welcoming smile and he raised a hand 
in salutation, whereupon the scowls 
throughout the room became effaced, 
their places taken by apologetic smiles, 

‘Welcome to San Ignacio, señores,” 
said the bandit, waving the upraised 
hand in a gesture which seemed to in- 
clude everything. ‘‘The town, eet ees 
yours. Thees ees Federico. Federico, 
meet the American sefiorés Juan and 
Mateo. You weel notice—no ?—that Fed- 
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erico ees enough of a name for a man; 
that Juan and Mateo ar-re enough for 
names, Ther’re ar-re many Federicos 
and Juans and Mateos in the wor-rld. 
One name ees enough for one man een 
thees country. Ees eet not so?” 

“Si, Excelencia,” answered Federico, 
grinning. 

‘*One’s enough for me,” chuckled 
Matt, ‘‘an’ that one ain’t my own.’’ 

‘‘ Deed you have tr-rouble? Were you 
pursue’?’’ asked the bandit, one eyelid 
twitching downward. 

Johnny thought so quickly that he an- 
swered without hesitation. 

“Only at first,” he replied. ‘“We lost 
’em a hundred miles back.’’ 

“I figger it nearer eighty,” corrected 
Matt. ‘‘But what’s twenty miles when 
that river is behind us?’’ 

“Hah! Hither ees enough,’’ laughed 
El Toro. “‘One would be enough, now 
that you ar-re her-re. Gringo sheriffs 
do not cross the river eento San Ignacio. 
Her-re ar-re two chairs for you, amigos. 
Rest yoursclves.’’ 

“I’m figecrin’ that it’s time for a 
drink, after all that ridin’,’’ said Matt, 
his gaze settling on two tough-looking 
Americans who sat at a table halfway 
along the side wall. He raised his hand, 
beckoning to the bartender ; but the bar- 
tender saw only the swiftly raised hand 
of El Toro, and he obeyed the bandit, 
hastening to the platform, where he stood 
at attention. 

“You ar-re my guests to-night, ami- 
gos,” said El Toro. ‘‘Say w’at you weel 
dreenk.’’ He followed Matt’s gaze, and 
nodded swiftly. ‘‘You hawe seen two of 
your countrymen, si? We weel have 
them her-re.’’ 

He raised his voice and hand, speaking 
swiftly in Spanish. The two hard-look- 
ing Americans arose and moved taward 
the platform. 

‘‘Fellow-countrymen should dreenk to- 
gether. Say w’at you weel have, sefiores.’’ 
He chuckled. ‘‘Wheesky, wheeslky all 
the time; nothing but wheesky! Well, 
ther-re ar-re wor-rse dreenks, and also 
better. Wheesky for me, too; een honor 
of our guests. And also for you, Fred- 
erico? Si, that ees right.” 


HE order given and the bartender on 

his way to fill it, El Toro smiled at the 
four Americans. 

“Señores Juan and Mateo ar-re 


str-rangers een thees town,’’ he said. 
“Ect ees well that Americans een a for- 
reign countr-ry should know each other 
Shake han’s weeth Tomas and Beel.” 

He chuckled as the four men shook 
hands. 

‘‘Señores Tomas and Beel, they look 
for gold een the lava countr-ry,’’ he con- 
tinued. ‘‘Sefiores Juan and Mateo 
blessed the waters of the Rio Grande 
after they had passed ects middle We 
weel dreenk together, and then you 
Americans may go off by yourselves eef 
you weesh.’’ 

In a few minutes the four Americans 
were seated at the table halfway along 
the side wall, two of them remembering 
and cherishing the word ‘‘lava,’’ which 
El Toro had uttered ; the other two, smil- 
ing to themselves on the bandit’s com- 
mént about blessing the Mexican side of 
the boundary river. 

Johnny ordered another round of 
drinks. He and Matt could drink glass 
for glass with the other two and have the 
best of it, since Tom and Bill had been 
punishing the liquor quite steadily for 
the last hour or more. And so they passed 
the time away and began to get ac- 
quainted, and when they parted Bill was 
weeping on Matt’s shoulder and swear- 
ing eternal friendship, 

They met again the next day and spent 
most of it in each other’s eompany; and 
again the day after that, and the follow- 
ing day. And then it came out, a little 
at a time, that Johnny and Matt, having 
reached Mexico and safety, could not re- 
main south of the line indefinitely: they 
had to get back to the United States, but 
dared not follow any of the established 
trails. Having planted this thought as a 
sced, they waited for it to sprout, which 
it did swiftly. 

Bill and Tom, having idled away as 
much time as they dared, were forced to 
leave not long after the seed was planted, 
and they invited their new friends to go 
with them along a trail which was safe 
at every point; and from the end of 
which they could fare forth with a large 
degree of safety. So thus, having pre- 
pared the way for an unsuspicious entry 
into the lava country and Hell’s Center, 
the two friends waited upon the pleasure 
of their guides; and, one morning, 
saddled up and again crossed the river, 
headmg toward their goal, and heading 
toward it as fugitives from justice. 
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CHAPTER VII 


OPALONG and Tex were moving 
H along a faint trail which dipped 
and wound over and around the 
lava ridges and boulders. Sca- 
soned as they were to desert heat, they 
found the blazing sun so powerfully 
thrown back at them from the sprawled 
lava that they had all they could do to 
endure it. They had other things to 
worry about, however: their horses were 
unshod, and they knew that a day or two 
of this kind of footing would wear the 
horn of the hoofs to the quick; and that 
would mean that they would be afoot in 
a place where such a condition would be 
serious, indeed. 

Hopalong turned in the saddle and 
spoke over his shoulder, 

“I think a lot of this saddle, Tex; but 
right now I think a heap more of this 
eayuse’s hoofs.’ Ie leaned over and 
glanced down. ‘‘Barefoot hosses ain’t 
got no business in here.” 

“It might not come to that, Hoppy,’’ 
said Tex, referring to his friend’s remark 
about the saddle. ‘‘There’ll be time 
enough later to make moceasins out of 
saddle skirts. Anyhow, as I remember 
it, that Mex. said th’ lava was bad only 
on th’ outside of this hel] hole, We 
oughta be gettin’ over th’ rim, an’ in an- 
other hour or two have sand to travel 
over. After that, it’ll be sand all th’ 
79 

'*‘ Shore hope it ain’t much farther,” 
growled the leader, seowling at the bleak 
and threatening prospeet about him. 
‘*An’ I shore hope there’s horn enough 
left to hold a set of shoes; an’ a black- 
smith at Hell’s Center to put ’cm on.” 

‘“There’ll be one; an’ if there ain’t, 
there’!l shore be a forge an’ shoe iron; 
an’ that’s enough for most cow-punch- 
ers.” 

Hopalong’s anxiety regarding the 
wearing away of the hoofs of their horses 
was needless, for they soon left the 
greater part of the lava field behind them 
and followed the trail that wound over 
the sand between the upthrust blocks 
and ridges of the threatening igneous 
rock. Some of the horn was, indeed, 
worn away, but not enough to cause any 
real apprehension. In time lava ap- 
peared only oecasionally, where the 
winds had swept the sand from it; and 


then, shortly after noon, in the bottom of 
a very shallow but wide depression, ap- 
peared a faint, gray-green patch. From 
the near edge of this patch a ragged 
ridge of lava and obsidian thrust up a 
hundred feet or more above the plain, 
and shut off the view of the northern 
part of the depression. 

“Creek,’? muttered Hopalong, peer- 
ing ahead. He saw no water, but the 
color of the gray-green patch promised 
it. 

“Yeah,” replied Tex. “Water an’ a 
little range of grass. Th’ town had 
oughi to be somewhere over yonder. Be- 
hind that ridge, probably.’’ 

“We're gettin’ close,” said Hopalong 
after a moment’s silence. ‘‘You figger 
you can break th’ habit of years, an’ quit 
eallin’ me Hopalong?”’ 

“You figger you can break th’ habit of 
near a lifetime, an’ answer prompt to 
any other name, without bein’ prodded 
into it?’’ countered Tex, grinning. 

“Yes,” answered Hopalong. 

‘Yes, ” said Tex. 

“Call me—eall me Doe.’’ 

“Be all right if I counted ten before I 
spoke to you,’’ growled Hopalong. 
“There might come a time when I 
wouldn’t want to waste so much time 
countin’ up that high. I got it: Tex is 
one name, but Texas is shore another, th’ 
way they are used in th’ cow-country. 
You are Texas.” He chuckled. ‘‘Tex 
often has another name hitched onto it; 
but Texas is usually enough by itself.’’ 

“Wel, mebby ; at if yo’re wrong, it 
might mean some quick an’ hard shoot- 
in yD 

‘That's what we’re here for, ain’t 
it?’ 

‘Good Lord! Ain’t there goin’ to be 
any finesse about this game?”’ 

“Any what?” demanded Hopalong, 
turning in the saddle. 

“Trickery, artifice, cleverness, acting, 
mental sleight-of-hand.’’ 

‘Shore; shore there is. All of ’em, I’d 
say.” 


“NH, is there? Well, from th’ way 
yon spoke I figgered mebby we was 

goin’ to walk into th’ main saloon an’ 
just start shootin’.”’ 

**Yo’re loco!’’ snapped Hopalong. 

“Am I? Hell, man: I’vé seen you do 
it! 

“But this ain’t one of them times,’’ 
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protested Hopalong. 

“I'm obliged for th’ information: I 
know it, now. All right: have it yore 
own way. My name is Texas. Lord, but 
it shore is a big name! It covers so much 
that it’s damn’ near an airy nothin’. 
It’ll make me feel right prominent, espe- 
cially if I happen to be dealin’ from th’ 
middle of th’ deck, or switchin’ a cut. 
Let’s shrink it a little, an’ get away from 
th’ sound of it. It’s th’ sound of it that 
bothers me. How about Panhandle: 
that’s Texas, an’ it’s easy. Pan is my 
handle. When you think of Texas you 
naturally think of th’ place where you 
was born an’ crawled around lookin’ for 
rattlesnakes to play with. Every time 
you think of Texas, you don’t think of it 

-tall: you think of one corner of it. As 
shore as hell, if you start to say Texas, 
you'll end up by abbreviatin’ it, an’ 
what you will say is Tex—an’ me mebby 
shapin’ up th’ deck to suit us at that 
very time.” 

“AIl right, all right, all right!’’ re- 
torted Hopalong. ‘‘Name yoreself: if I 
had my way you’d be a number. Pan- 
handle she is,”’ 

‘Keno, Bill. Well, well, well: looks 
like we’re gettin’ somewhere,’’ said Tex, 
pointing ahead. 

The course they had been pursuing for 
the last mile or more had shifted them 
laterally, in relation to the great pile of 
igneous rock; and now they saw the cor- 
ner of an adobe shack slowly emerging 
from behind the ridge and moving 
steadily into their field of vision. 

“Yeah,” grunted Hopalong, with sat- 
isfaction. ‘‘I reckon we’ve arrived.” 

Five minutes later they were certain 
of it. The squat buildings of the 
sprawled-out town were now revealed. 
The gray-green patch which they had 
noticed some miles back now became a 
lerge range of poor grazing land. A 
faint-hearted creek slunk along over its 
gravelly bed oh the far side of the town. 
Blacksmith shop, general store, a har- 
ness-maker’s shop, two saloons with two- 
story false fronts, and a so-called hotel 
made up the town. In the distance, on 
the farther edge of the gray-green range 
and at the head of a narrow rill, was a 
small, adobe house. When this caught 
the eyes of the newcomers it made their 
jaws tighten. 

“I reckon that’s it, Bill,’’ said Tex, 
scowling. 


‘*Reckon so, Panhandle.” Hopalong’s 
eyes were studying the cluster of build- 
ings thoughtfully. He turned his head 
and swept the surrounding country with 
a quick appraising glance. 

**Reckon th’ blacksmith shop is our 
first stop,” said Panhandle. 

‘Shore: hosses first, humans second, 
in th’ cow-country. Best have ’em put 
in good shape: no tellin’ how soon we'll 
need sound hoofs.”’ 

They stopped in front of the shop, and 
Bill led his horse in after him and made 
his wants known. 

‘‘Barefoot all around, huh ?’’ inquired 
the smith, and then looked closer. 
‘t Barefoot al] his life, too. Keep his muz- 
zle around in front in ease he gits hungry 
for human meat, while I just fix this 
strap on his heavy artillery. All right. 
Huh! You must ’a’ rode in from Tinaja 
Verde: horn’s in good shape, though it’s 
wore considerable. You waitin’, or will 
you come back?’ 

‘Be back later. My friend Panhandle 
wants his hoss shod, too,’’ said Bill, wag- 
ging his head in the direction of the sec- 
ond horse, standing out at the tie-rail. 

“So they get ’em all wore down, com- 
in’ in from th’ other directions, huh?’’ 
said Panhandle conversationally as he 
loafed in the door. 

“From th’ west, yes,” replied the 
smith, pumping the big bellows. ‘‘Have 
to dish th’ shoes to bridge ’em over th’ 
sore spots, when any barefoot hosses 
come in from that direction. It shore is 
hell on horn, out that way. Strangers, 
ain’t you?”’ 

‘*Yeah,’’ answered, Bill. 

‘‘Doy’t see many of ’em in here,’’ said 
the smith, peering closely into Bill’s calm 
blue eyes. 

‘‘Reckon mebby yo’re right,” said 
Panhandle with a knowimg chuckle. 
‘Yon wouldn’t ’a’ seen us, only we met 
Black Jim over east, an’ he tells us how 
to get here. I’m almost sorry we met 
him, for that was one hell of a ride.’’ 


ILL added his own chuckle to that of 
his companion and looked wise. 
“There oughta be plenty of loose 
money around nights, if no strangers get 
in here to take it away,’’ he said. 
‘There be plenty,’’ said the smith, 
nodding; ‘‘an’ it takes a growed-up man 
to git much of it. What’s yore line? 
Three-card?”’ 
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‘Draw an’ stud,” said Panhandle, ig- 
noring the unintentional insult. ‘‘1’m 
namin’ my favorites, with stud-loss 
comin’ first. Bill here likes draw better. 
See you in an hour or so.’’ 

“Well, you won’t have no trouble 
doin’ that, I reckon,’’ sighed the smith, 
turning toward the forge. 

Bill nodded affably to the horseshoer 
and followed his companion into the 
strect, where he walked closely beside 
him. 

“‘That Black Jim eard was a good 
lead,’’ he muttered softly. ‘‘Yo’re right 
in yore stride, an’ all warmed up, right 
at th’ start.” 

“Figgercd it would be a good play. 
But jusi how well do we know this Black 
Jim, Bill?” 

‘My Gawd, Panhandle! Not well 
a-tall! We did him a favor onee, an’ he 
happened to remember us when we ran 
into him at Tinaja Verde. Th’ less we 
know about him, th’ less questions we’ll 
be expected to answer, an’ answer 
right!’’ 

**Yo’re reachin’ out right strong for a 
cold start,” chuckled Panhandle. ‘‘Not 
knowing him to amount to nothin’, we 
can’t answer no questions about him: 
true enough, an’ a bull’s eye. Bill, 1’m 
shore goin’ to enjoy this.” 

They turned and entered the first 
building, and found themselves in a 
rough saloon and gambling hall. The bar 
ran across a side wall, and behind the 
eounter was a man with a twisted jaw 
and puffed up ears, who squinted at them 
as they moved forward with the blazing 
outside light behind them. He earried 
the left shoulder high, and Panhandle 
humorously thought that he would have 
been much wiser in his younger days, 
judging from his appearance, if he had 
earricd them both high, kept one glove 
continually in front of his jaw, and left 
both ears outside the ropes. 

“Howdy,” said the bartender. 

“ Pour out three drinks an’ make mine 
rye,” said Bill. 

‘Corn for me,’’ said Panhandle. ‘‘I 
want somethin’ that ‘ll take off th’ skin. 
First, however, I'll have a big drink of 
water.” 

‘Me, too,” said Bill 
ride.” 

The bartender filled the glasses, slid 
out two smaller glasses and two bottles, 
and selected a cigar for himself out of a 


“That’s a dry 


wide-mouthed bottle in which was a 
piece of damp sponge. 

“Don’t nobody live in this town but 
you an’ th’ blacksmith ?’’ asked Bill, wip- 
ing his lips with the back of a hand. 

“They mostly sleep till afternoon,” 
replied the bartender. ‘‘Yo’re strangers 
here,” he said, making a statement and 
not asking a question. 

“Yeah,” said Panhandle, sighing 
gratefully. He pieked up the bourbon 
bottle, poured out a generous drink and 
tossed it down, and blinked. ‘‘B-r-r-r-r! 
That’s rough! Well, I like it that way, 
sometimes.” He watched his friend toss 
down the rye, and raised his eyebrows 
inquiringly. 

Bill nodded, answering the wordless 
question, 

“‘Good frontier liquor,’’ he said, toss- 
ing a coin on the bar. 

‘‘ Have anotlier,’’ said Panhandle. 


F TER the second round the two new- 

comers leaned lazily against the bar, 

idly talking. The invitation from the 

man behind the counter was accepted in 
silence, and now it was all square. 

‘“‘Ilow eome you managed to find this 
town?’’ asked the bartender earelessly; 
but his carelessness was simulated, and 
the simulation was a little overdone. 

“Oh, we just follered th’ trail in from 
Tinaja Verde,’’ answered Bill, ehanging 
feet on the rail. 

The bartender looked at him elosely, 
his expression a combination of surprise, 
suspicion, and incredulity. He was won- 
dering if the trail had become as plain 
as all that. It was a matter worth in- 
vestigating. 

“That so?” he inquired. ‘‘Usually 
it’s blowed over purty much with sand, 
an’ right hard to find.” 

‘We didn’t find it drifted,” said Pan- 
handle, helping him out. ‘‘ We couldn’t 
’a’ found it a-tall, only we were told 
where to look.’’ 

“Oh,” said the bartender. He put 
the bottles back on the shelf behind him, 
rinsed out the glasses, and fell to polish- 
ing them with a soiled cloth. ‘‘There 
don’t seem to be many folks that know 
about it,’’ he added, fishing. 

“Se we heard,” said Bill, with great 
satisfaction. His face fairly beamed. 
‘That suits us; an’ we figger to forget all 
about it when we get out ag’in.”’ 

“Some of th’ boys yore friends?” 
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asked the man behind the counter. 

**Not exactly ; but we know one of ’em, 
a little,’’ said Panhandle. 

“Yeah? Who’s that?’’ asked the bar- 
tender without particular interest, one 
man’s name in his suspicious mind. 

Panhandle knew that he was being 
eross-questioned and therefore began to 
enjoy himself. 

“Feller called Black Jim—don’t know 
his real name,’’ he answered. 

The bartender cogitated for a moment 
and a sly look crept into his eyes. He 
slid the bar cloth over the counter and 
looked up carelessly. 

“Was he comin’ in or goin’ out?’’ he 
asked. 

«Just seemed to be hangin’ around, 
waitin’ for somethin’.’’ 

The bartender smothered a curse and 
changed the subject. 

‘Some of th’ boys will be driftin’ in 
purty soon,” he said, and wiped off the 
counter again, His attitude implied that 
the conversation, so far as he was con- 
cerned, had come to an end. 

The two strangers pushed away from 
the bar, espied a deck of cards on a table, 
and moved toward them. They were idly 
playing California Jack when the first 
townsman appeared, This person strode 
to the bar, put his back against it, and 
looked steadily at the two card players. 
At, a word from the bartender he moved 
his head sideways, but did not take his 
eyes from the strangers. After a mo- 
ment he sauntered toward the table. 

“Howdy,” he said, nodding carelessly. 
‘“Strangers to town?”’ 

“Yeah,” answered Bill, favoring the 
questioner with a glance. ‘‘Yore deal,’’ 
he said to his companion, and sat back, 
his eyes on the deck. 

The dealer’s hands grew quiet for a 
moment as he looked up. 

“Set in?’’ he invited. 

The townsman shook his head, 

“No,” he answered, and returned to 
the skirmish. ‘‘We don’t see many 
strangers in here.” 


‘C10 I heard,” replied Panhandle. He 
slid out the deck for the cut, but 
his own hands were close to his side of 
the table when his companion reached 
eut for the ecards. Their questioner 
seemed to be somewhat hostile. 
‘You did, huh? An’ who told you 
that?” 


“Black Jim.” 

“You boys friends of his?” 

‘Nope; but we once met th’ gent.” 

‘Where was he when you met him this 
last time?’’ persisted the townsman. 

‘Hangin’ ’round that water hole over 
east—Tinaja Verde, he called it,” an- 
swered Panhandle carelessly. 

““Was he there when you left?” 

‘‘Shore,’’ said Bill, breaking into the 
conversation. This was the exact truth, 
but he did not feel that it was necessary 
to explain that Black Jim was two feet 
under the sand and covered over, not too 
conspicuously, with a layer of rocks to 
baffle coyotes. 

“What brought you in here? How 
did you come to hit Tinaja Verde?’’ 

Panhandle dealt the last card, placed 
the deck on the table near his hand, and 
turned slightly in his chair, which let his 
right leg drop down so that the holster 
would be lying straight up-and-down. 

‘An’ what was yore grandmother’s 
middle name?’’ he asked gently. 

“What you say?’’ 

“I said I allus did like curious hom- 
bres,’’ answered Panhandle, slowly and 
evenly; ‘‘but it seems to me that yo’re 
too damn’ curious. Is there anythin’ else 
you’d like to know about our own per- 
sonal affairs?’ 

“If there is, I’ ask you, an’ don’t 
you forget itt’ retorted the townsman in 
some heat. ‘‘Why are you in Hell’s Cen- 
ter, an’ how well did you know Black 
Jim?” 

‘‘Speak up, strangers,” 
friendly voice of the bartender. 

‘Why, I once loaned Black Jim a hoss 
to get away on,’’ said Panhandle. ‘‘I 
never saw him before, an’ I never saw 
him ag’in, till early this mornin’ at that 
water hole. I didn’t know him then, first 
off; but he knowed me. He asked me 
where I was goin’. I told him San res 
nacio. He warned me to stay away from 
there. After a little talk he showed me 
how to get in here; an’ here I am. I 
play poker for a livin’. He said lots of 
poker was played in here: so here I am, 
me an’ my friend. If you’ve got any 
more questions to ask, answer ’em your- 
self.” : 

“Oh! Pair of tin-horns, huh?” 
sneered the townsman. 

Panhandle slowly reached into a 
pocket and brought out a sizable roll of 
big bills. 


said the 
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“There’s six thousan’ dollars in that 
roll, an’ you can count it if you want. 
That look like a tin-horn’s layout?’ He 
picked up the deck and placed it on the 
edge of the table nearest to the towns- 
man. ‘‘Six thousan’, even money, that 
I can cut a higher card than yon can, 
aces bein’ one-spots. Put wp or shut up.”’ 

‘“‘ An’ if you win that,’’ said Bill, pleas- 
antly, also producing a big roll, “P'U 
double or quit you for it. Ain’t sick, 
are you?” 

The townsman looked from one cold 
face to the other, opened his mouth to 
speak, changed his mind, and turned on 
his heel. He strode to the bar, ordered a 
drink, and turned his back on the stran- 
gers. 

The awed bartender handed out the 
wrong bottle and had to corrcet himself; 
and after the townsman stalked from the 
building, he wiped off a dry counter and 
then, making up his mind abruptly, 
walked around it and to the card table, 
where he dropped into a nearby chair. 

‘‘That was Big Henry,” he said, warn- 
ingly. ‘‘He’s boss of this town. You 
don’t want to roll no spurs on him.’’ 

“You must ’a’ been easy as hell for a 
right cross,” observed Panhandle, grin- 
ning. ‘‘Is he a friend of Black Jim’s?”’ 

‘‘Gawd, no!” exclaimed the ex-pugi- 
list. ‘‘Big Henry run him out of here. 
Was fixin’ to shoot him; but Jim got 
wind of it, an’ slipped out yesterday. 
What was Jim doin’ at Tinaja Verde?’’ 

“You startin’ in to ask questions, 
too?’’ demanded Bill. 

“No! No! I was just wonderin’, 
that’s all.” 

“Well, as long as you wondered out 
loud,’’ said Panhandle, smiling, ‘‘ Black 
Jim looked like he was out gunnin’ for 
somebody. He was holed up on th’ top of 
that little ridge just behind th’ water 
hole, with his rifle stickin’ out over th’ 
edge.” 

“‘Yeah ?’’ said the bartender in a whis- 
per. “Yeah! By Gawd, I thought sol” 

A noisy group entered the room and 
stamped to the bar, and its custodian 
hastily got up and went to serve them. 


ANHANDLE looked knowingly 
across the table at his friend, and 
they both smiled. They had been pro- 
vided with a chart and they would be 
fools, indeed, if they could not steer a 
more or less straight course from now on. 


The men at the bar were listening to 
the low words of the man bebind it, and 
they glanced from time to time at the 
two card players. One of the group, hur- 
riedly tossing down his liquor, turned on 
his hvel and hastened from the building; 
the others gave more attention to the two 
strangers. It was not long before the 
departing man returned, and with him 
came Big Henry. The latter walked 
slowly over to the card table and seated 
himself in the chair which had been va- 
cated by the bartender. 

‘You say that you saw Black Jim, 
back at Tinaja Verde?’’ he asked, con- 
versationally. 

Bill looked at him and found no hostil- 
ity in the ugly face. The man spoke 
pieasantly enough and earned, therefore, 
a friendly answer, despite what Bill knew 
about him. 

““Yes,’’ said Bill, tossing his cards on 
the table with a weary gesture and push- 
ing them aside with another. It ap- 
peared that this was going to be another 
period of questioning and, if so, he would 
help to make it a short one. 

‘We had been follerin’ tracks,’’ he 
said, ‘‘which we figgered would take us 
to San Ignacio; an’ to water, too, on th’ 
way. When we got to that water hole th’ 
tracks were all milled about an’ mixed 
up. Looked like quite a gang had spent 
th’ night there. We could sec th’ signs 
before we got there, an’ we were just. 
about in th’ little hollow itself when a 
feller calls ont for us to raise our hands. 
We looked up, an’ shore paid attention 
to what he said. His rifle was plumb on 
us, at short range. Then he swore, an’ 
laughed; an’ told us to put ’em down 
ag’in. He knowed my friend’s name; 
an’ Panhandle, here, soon knowed who 
th’ jasper was. They had met before.’’ 

Big Henry looked from Bill to Pan- 
handle, his brow puckered in thought. 

“ Black Jim have anythin’ to say about 
us here in Hell’s Center ?”’ 

Panhandle chuckled, and nodded 
briskly. 

“‘He shore did! I don’t reckon he left 
out anythin’ about you, so far as cussin’ 
is concerned. Bartender says yo’re 
called Big Henry. That’s th’ feller 
Black Jim was layin’ for. He was shore 
disappointed when he saw who we was. 

“We had been movin’ around th’ 
country, playin’ poker,” Panhandle con- 
tinued; “‘an we reckoned we'd go on 
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down an’ cross th’ line. Black Jim 
talked us out of that, an’ says there’s 
quite some easy money right in here; an’ 
a lot of feilers that only think they know 
how to play th’ game. Them’s his idears, 
an’ not ours.” He laughed again with 
genuine enjoyment, and included the 
line-up at the bar in his quizzical seru- 
tiny. 

“You boys,’’ he called, addressing 
thera, ‘‘may be easy, but you shore don’t 
look it.’ Then he faced Big Henry 
again, serious and earnest. 

“Now, we don’t care nothin’ a-tall 
about Black Jim’s troubles, or yourn,’’ 
he said with a smile. ‘‘He’s no friend of 
ourn. I helped him out of a bad corner 
once by lendin’ him a good boss; an’ I 
never got th’ hoss back, nor one cent in 
place of it. I hated to see a man lynched. 
I’d do th’ same for anybody, if I had th’ 
chance, in th’ same circumstances. ”’ 

Big Henry nodded, but said nothing, 
and Panhandle continued. 

“Jim killed a bully in a fair fight; 
but th’ buily’s friends owned th’ town, 
an’ ran things to suit themselves. That 
was th’ last I saw of Jiu, until we met 
him at th’ water hole, We came away an’ 
left him there. That’s all there is to it. 
If any of you fellers would like to play 
a little poker after while, say so; if you 
don’t, we’ll stay around for a few days, 
an’ then pull our stakes. That’s a long 
speech, ali together: let’s have a drink, 
all around.”’ 

“Black Jim was all right till he got so 
that he wanted to run things,’’ said Big 
Henry. ‘‘This place got so small it 
wouldn't hold us both. Jim pulled out 
an’ figgered, mebby, that I’d go after 
him. When he left, that settled th’ 
trouble. I don’t care where he is, or 
where he’s goin’; but if he ever comes 
back here he’ll have to shoot it out with 
me. I reckon you’ll find plenty of poker 
in this town, an’ you might find more 
than you ean handle. I’ll take corn, for 
mine.” 


HE bartender got busy, and the first 
round was followed by a second, and 
a third. After the third, Bill and Pan- 
handle took cigars, as did Big Henry. 
Time slipped past, and then Bill arose. 
“We left our hosses with th’ black- 
smith,” he said, ‘‘Reckon it’s time we 
got em. Where’ll we put ’em, an’ where 
will we sleep an’ eat?” 


“Put ’em in th’ corral, out baek,”’ said 
Big Henry. “You ean sleep down th’ 
street, an’ eat at th’ Virginia House, two 
doors south; or you ean sleep in th’ Vir- 
ginia House if you want to pay more than 
it’s worth. An’ you can eat at a lunch 
room, if you wants. This ain’t a big 
town, but it’s got most of th’ fixin’s. Th’ 
bartender will look after yore animals.” 

‘You needn’t come unless you want to, 
Panhandle,” said Bill as his friend 
started to arise. 

“All right,’’ said Panhandle, sitting 
down again. He looked at Big Henry, 
sighed with eoutent, and slowly puffed 
on the cigar. ‘‘Who’s this here E! Toro 
coyote I’ve been hearin’ so much about?” 

Big Henry relighted his cigar, 
stretched out his legs, and began to talk 
on 4 subject in which he was interested ; 
and so the time passed, uneventfully. 


CHAPTER VIII 


FTER a mediocre supper Bill and 
A Panhandle drifted along to the 
Palmer House. 

Bill and his friend paused im- 
side the door, looking the place over. 
Neither was dressed as a gambler, nor 
wore the full regalia of a ecowpuncher; 
but there was no mistaking the openness 
with which both wore their guns, An un- 
certain but hearty invitation to drink, 
bellowed like a blast in the room, and the 
two friends smilingly accepted. They 
raised their glasses in a polite gesture, 
and the three heads went back as one, 
Big Henry slobbering a little. The treat 
was made three-square, and the drinkers 
shifted, and leaned with their sides 
against the edge of the bar. 

‘*Fleil’s Center shore is comin’ to life, 
ain't she?’’ asked Big Henry, with un- 
concealed pride. He smiled at the an- 
swering nods, and hooked a huge thumb 
in his sagging belt. ‘‘This here’s my 
town, ’’ he announced, and glared around 
in search of some doubter. ‘‘I made ’er. 
Everythin’ was packed in on th’ hoof. 
I made her, an’ by Gawd, I run herl” 
The boast was only partly true, for the 
town had been made and deserted long 
before he saw it. 

“Looks like you got a tight rein on 
her,’ commented Panhandle, admir- 
ingly. 
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“You shore got her well broke and 
gentled ,’’ said Bill, nodding. 

“‘Yo’re shootin’ straight, friends,” 
said Big Henry, scowling again as his 
qnesting gaze swept over the room. The 
gaze stopped and rested on an unfor- 
tunate inebriate, who had the bad for- 
tune to be laughing immoderately at this 
particular moment. Big Henry stiffened, 
stood erect, and waved as straight as he 
could go toward the mirthful one 

“What’s so damn’ funny?’ he de- 
manded, ssvaying a little as he stopped 
im front of the other. ‘‘ What you laugh- 
im’ at, you?’ 

Sal dunno; dunno a-tall,’’ replied the 
other, blinking to adjust tlre focus of his 
independent eyes. He raised a slow arm 
and pushed Big Henry back a few inches. 
“Yo’re standin’ right’n my way,” he 
complained im drunken gravity, the 
mirth swiftly dying. ‘‘How can I go any 
place with you standin’ right’n my 
way?” he demanded, and a burst of un- 
reasoning anger swept through him. He 
pushed again, and as Big Henry pivoted, 
the hand slid off and its owner staggered 
forward and almost fell. To save him- 
self he grabbed at Big Henry: and the 
fight was on. 

It was not a pleasant fight, even for 
the bricf time it lasted: gouging, biting, 
and strangling serving as a reminder of 
the old keelboat days. Sober friends in- 
terfered and tore the combatants apart, 
dragging them toward opposite ends of 
the room. 

The faees of both were suffused with 
rage, and both were shouting curses at the 
top of their lungs. Big Henry was not 
so drunk that he did not realize that his 
leadership over snch men could ill afford 
a draw: to remain boss of Hell’s Centcr 
end the gang, he had to emerge victo- 
rious; and as the restraining hands let 
loose of him, he moved as swiftly as a 
striking snake. His big right hand fell 
and rose, eluding a frantic grasp at it; 
and the roar of the big-ealibered gun 
filled the room. 

French George jerked forward spas- 
modieally, strangled horribly, and 
pitched sidewise to the floor, a ghastly 
lesson for others to profit by. 

The big gun swung trom side to side, 
waist high, and above it glared hot eyes 
trom a rage-contorted faece. 

“Anybody else want te go some 
where?’’ he shouted. 


Plaeating voices arose, condemning 
the course of the dead man, flattering 
the vietor, the speakers caring only to get 
the gun back into its sheath and its 
owner into a better mood. One voice 
rang out above all others, its timbre as 
penetrating as that of a cornet, and its 
invitation was one which usually was ac- 
cepted. There was a rush toward the bar, 
Big Henry carried along with in it, and 
when the last empty glass slammed 
down on the counter, the boss of Hell’s 
Center was restored to good humor. 
What remained of French George had 
been whisked away, and now the room 
was much the same as it was before the 


tragedy. 


IG HENRY pusked back from the 
counter and moved unsteadily along 
the line-up, stopping when he found the 
two strangers. He steadied himself by 
resting a hand on Bill’s shoulder, and 
peered curiously into the pale blue eyes. 
“You got to keep a tight rein in a 
place like thìs,” he said. ‘‘You keep a 
tight rein. You got to break ’em, an’ 
keep ’em broke. Ain’t that right? Ain’t 
that right, friend?” 

“*Reckon it is,” said Bill, controlling 
himself by an effort. 

“What you think?” demanded Big 
Henry, looking closely at Panhandle. 

“I think yo’re just th’ man to do it,” 
enigmatieally answered the cold-faced 
gambler. 

“Right! Yo’re right! I’m goin’ to 
like you boys! Have a drink with me, 
friends!’’ said the boss of Hell’s Center. 
He slapped the shoulders of the two men 
in sudden friendship and bellowed to 
the hurrying bartender. 

Two men now moved out of the silent 
crowd and pushed in between Big Henry 
and his new friends, nodding almost im- 
pereeptibly to the latter. They linked 
their arms through those of the boss, 
their hands close to his guns, and both 
began to talk fo him in low and soothing 
voices. At first he resisted, but grad- 
ually began to yicld to them, and in a 
few moments he was weaving toward the 
door under the guidance of his two 
guards and henchmen. As he was lost 
to sight in the night outside, a sigh ran 
around the room and men began to move 
about and to talk again. 

Bill and Panhandle made for a round 
table in a rear earner of the room, where 
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a poker game was already under way. 
Exchanging perfunctory nods with the 
players, the two strangers drew up chairs 
and settled down to play the part of 
audience, to enjoy the play and the con- 
versation, the latter being largely about 
the killing of French George. 

Suddenly the topic was switched and 
the talk became purely incidental to the 
game; and, looking around for a clue to 
explain the change, Bill and Panhandle 
saw the two guards entering the room. 
The two friends let their gazes wander 
casually on and drift back to the game 
before them. The play had again elaimed 
their entire attention when a stir an- 
nounced another arrival. 

“Hey, Steve,’’ called one of the play- 
ers to the newcomer. ‘‘Come on over an’ 
take a hand with us.” 

** *Lo, Smith,” said another, inching 
his chair sideways to make room. 

Panhandle and Bill looked up at the 
newcomer, each mentally checking an- 
other name on the list, and nodded 
casually. 

Steve Smith returned the nods, re- 
garding the strangers with apparent sus- 
picion, and abruptly wheeled and strode 
to the bar, where he carried on a low- 
voiced conversation with the ex-pugilist. 
He had a drink, and then wandered 
about the room for a few minutes, finally 
stopping near to the poker players. 

“‘Thompson got back yet?’’ asked the 
dealer, looking up and flashing the 
strangers a glance. 

‘Ain't time yet,” growled Smith, 
dragging a chair up to the table. He 
glanced across at the two strangers. 
‘You punchers?’’ he asked. 

Bill smiled and shook his head. 

“Not reg’lar,’? he answered. ‘‘Gam- 
blin’s more in our line.” 

“Hum!” grunted Steve, watching the 
eards as they fell in front of him. He 
glanced at them, put them down again, 
and passed when it came his turn. Sud- 
denly he looked back at Bill. 

“You sec French George reach for his 
gun?” he asked. 

Bill frowned, and nodded slowly. 

‘‘Thonght I did; but I might ’a’ been 
mistook. ” 

‘You wasn’t,” growled Smith, looking 
at the other stranger inquiringly. ‘‘How 
*bout you?” 

Panhandle regarded him levelly. 

“He made a motion, an’ I would ’a’ 


read it th’ same as Big Henry did,” he 
replied. 


MITH was studying them both and 
passed on the next two deals; and 
then, apparently having made up his 
mind, he looked across at two of his com- 
panions, nodded his head and then jerked 
it sideways. The two men finished the 
play and then rose, cashed in their chips, 
and wandered over to a game just start- 
ing in the other end of the room. 

“ Set in, strangers,’’ invited Smith, his 
voice holding something of a command in 
it. ‘‘Gamblers make their livin’ playin’, 
an’ you fellers can’t make nothin’ by 
gettin’ out an’ lookin’ on. If these stakes 
ain’t big enough, all you have to do is to 
say so.” 

“They suit me,’’ grunted Bill, chang- 
ing chairs. 

“They'll do for a warmin’ up, any- 
how,’’ said Panhandle, buying chips. 

If Smith wanted to test them and find 
out if they were really what they claimed 
to be, he had no cause to complain when 
the verification proved to be expensive. 
The game ran on for a few hours, and 
then died a natural death. Panhandle 
had most of the chips, and Bill was not a 
loser. ‘‘Hell, let’s end this!’’ growled 
Smith, pushing back from the table. 
“I’m through. You boys don’t have to 
stop, though.” 

“I’ve had plenty,” growled another 
player. ‘‘I reckon you fellers don’t have 
to worry about eatin’ reg’lar,’’ he said, 
looking at the two strangers. 

“‘Only when luck’s ag’in us,” replied 
Panhandle, smiling in good nature. 

“‘Luck!’’ sneered the third outlaw. 

Bill regarded him with strong disap- 
proval, 

‘“‘ Before preceedin’ with more of them 
kinda remarks, you want to be shore you 
can back ’em up,” he warned, and 
glanced swiftly at Smith, who was stand- 
ing at the back of a chair waiting for de- 
velopments. 

‘“We’re strangers here, Smith,” con- 
tinued Bill, watching the other man. 
‘That don’t mean that we ain’t got th’ 
right to take our own parts. Still, we 
can’t very well buck a whole roomful.”’ 

‘‘Nobody cuts in on personal matters 
that don’t concern ’em,’’ said Smith. He 
glanced around the room, whieh had 
grown suddenly quiet, and then looked 
at the sneering player. 
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“Tf you got anythin’ to say, say it; if 
yo’re only gucssin’, keep yore mouth 
shut,’’ he ordered. 

“I got my suspicions,” retorted the 
third player, frowning. 

“Name ’em,’’ said Bill, looking the 
man in the eye. ‘‘Or shut up!’’ he added 
afier a moment, breaking a tense silence. 

“I will, when I’m ready,” came the 
low reply, and the speaker moved slowly 
toward the bar. 

Smith watched him for a moment, and 
then turned his eyes on the waiting 
strangers, and laughed sarcastically. 

‘‘Every time Powers loses a few dol- 
lars he’s ready to accuse th’ whole 
world,” he said. ‘‘Don’t pay no atten- 
tion to him,’’ he added, and pulled out a 
battered silver watch. Studying it for a 
moment, he grunted something under his 
breath and walked toward the door with- 
out a backward glance, leaving the 
strangers to find two chairs against. the 
wall and to occupy them. Half an hour 
later a dust-covered rider pulled up be- 
fore the door and hastened into the room. 

‘*Where’s th’ boss?’’ he asked, looking 
around. 

‘Where he usually is this time of 
night,’’ answered a voice. 

“Had a headache, an’ turned in 
early,’’ said another laughingly. 

“Smith was here half an hour ago,” 
said a third, ‘‘waitin’ for you. You find 
anythin’?’’ A sound made the speaker 
look toward the door. ‘‘Here’s Smith 
now.’’ 

‘You made good time,” said Smith. 
“Find anythin’?”’ 

“Yeah; saw where he lay on th’ top of 
th’ ridge,” answered the newcomer. 
“Wind had blowed th’ sand around con- 
siderable, but I could make out his ashes. 
Others have been around there recently, 
too.” 

“You scout around ?’’ 

‘Yeah. Oh, he was up there, all right; 
but he pulled out before I got there. 
There’s no tellin’ where he is now.”’ 


MITH glanced at the two strangers, 
unconsciously nodded confirmation 
of their tale, and went over tothem. He 
drew up a third chair and leaned back 
against the wall between them. 
‘“Damn’ ambushin’ snake,” he 
growled, and then led the conversation 
into casual subjects. 
The second card game broke up, and 


the same suspicious player, having got- 
ten into it, raised another tense moment 
by making an ill-advised objection. The 
quarrel flared, died down, and Powers 
slouched to the door, swearing under his 
breath. Smith laughed outright as the 
man disappeared into the night. 

‘“There he goes ag’in, bellyachin’ as 
usual,’’ he said, and raised his voice to 
ask a question. 

“Hey, Lefty! How much did Powers 
lose?” 

Lefty turned a grinning face to the 
questioner, and held up the fingers of 
both hands. 

“Ten dollars,” he said, ‘‘an’ you’d 
reckon he’d lost a fortune. He accused 
us all of cheatin’! An’ he was near 
right, because everybody was, except 
me!” He laughed at the humorous ob- 
jections to his statement, jerked one 
man’s hat down over his eyes, playfully 
poked another in the stomach, and then 
ordered drinks all around. After the 
last glass had been emptied, Lefiy saun- 
tered swaggeringly over to the three men 
leaning back against the wall, and grave- 
ly regarded the two strangers. 

“You two boys had easy pickin’ to- 
night,’’ he said cheerfully; ‘‘but there’s 
a couple of fellers that are due in right 
soon that’ll make you both pull leather, 
an’ sweat like hell. I'll set in to make 
her five-handed, an’ be th’ little burr 
under th’ saddle,”’ he boasted. 

“For Gawd’s sake!’’ roared the ex- 
pugilist. ‘‘Ain’t you fellers never goin’ 
to bed? I’m closin’ up, an’ I’m closin’ 
now! Lights out!” 


CHAPTER IX 


after noon, and then loafed 

around, killing time until supper 

called them. They became better 
acquainted with the blacksmith, who had 
little to do and seemed in no hurry to do 
it. Evidently the man did not depend 
upon his trade for his living. They 
loafed for a while in the general store 
and noticed that the shelves were well 
stocked : indeed they were better stocked 
than the shelves in many of the stores in 
the larger towns along the trails. A 
dozen or more pack mules, grazing over 
the bottoms along the creek, showed how 


Bz and Panhandle slept until 
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the supplies came in to Hell’s Center. 
This desert store could outfit large par- 
ties on no notice whatever. 

After supper the Palmer House filled 
slowly. Two or three of the men who 
had been present on the previous night 
were not to be seen, and several new faces 
were in the crowd. 

Big Henry, with his two henchmen 
near him, remained sober; and the air of 
uneasiness present the night before, when 
he had drunk too much, somehow seemed 
less than it was to-night. Trouble was 
ineidental with Big Henry when he was 
drunk ; but reluctant sobriety seemed to 
be more of a cause for apprehension. 
Evidently he remained sober when he 
had a job to do; and from the looks on 
the faces of the meu in the room, to- 
night’s job was something for the crowd 
to worry about. 

The men at the tables and in the chairs 
along the walls exchanged questioning 
glances and watched the door more or 
less furtively. Midnight came and went 
and nothing out of the ordinary had 
taken place. By this time the tension 
had died down, evidently on the belief 
that if trouble was in store for anyone, 
it was for someone who was not present. 
A game or two got under way, some of 
the men had drifted out and disappeared. 
Steve Smith and two of the players of 
the night before moved toward the large 
round table, looking inquiringly at Big 
Henry, Panhandle and Bill. 

The former shook his head, growling a 
` refusal, his eyes on the open door. 

“Not to-night,” he said. ‘‘Go ahead: 
Tt look on.” 

Bill replied to the inquiring looks by 
dragging a chair up to the table, but Pan- 
handle smiled, shook his head, and leaned 
back against the wall to keep the boss 
company. A 

‘“Whyn’t you play?” asked the boss, 
curiously. 

“Rather think of other things an’ talk. 
I’m too lazy to keep my mind on th’ 
cards.”’ 

“Thought gamblin’ was yore busi- 
ness?’’ said Big Henry, quickly. 

“It is; but’s a man don’t allus feel 
like ‘tendin’ to business. You got a snug 
little town here. It’s out of th’ way, an’ 
hard to get to. Bet there ain’t many 
people, outside of them that’s here, that 
know th’ town is in here.” 

“‘Prospectors started it, an’ left it 


when th’ boom died,’’ replied Big Henry, 
forgetting his boast of the night before. 
“As a matter of fact you couldn’t call 
it a boom. It was more like a hysterie. 
Half a dozen locoed desert rats got th’ 
idear there was gold in th’ erick, They 
were all friends, an’ they tried to keep 
th’ idear to themselves. At that, th’ 
news didn’t leak out very much; but 
enough people got wind of it to flock 
in and make quite a town. I stumbled 
onto it by aceident—I was takin’ a short 
cut across the country an’ travelin’ fast, 
an’ by God here she was.” 

Panhandle silently rated Big Henry 
as a possible first-class liar; but knowing 
that there are numerous abandoned 
towns in the West, tucked away in 
gulclies, canyons, and even on the flat of 
deserts, he nodded agreement to the 
statement and slowly rolled a cigarette. 
He was wondering what it was that his 
companion awaited ; what it was that had 
eaused the earlier tension in the room. 
This was something he never was to know 
beeause Big Henry would have no in- 
terest in that matter, whatever it was, 
after this night. He thought it was time 
to start a lead of his own. 

“Bill an’ me are kinda tired of 
boardin’ out,” he said, after a moment's 
silenee, during which he had thought 
deeply. ‘‘ We like to fuss around an’ do 
our own eookin’, an’ we like to cat our 
own cookin’. When we rode in we no- 
tieed a little shack over on th’ bottoms 
aeross th’ eriek. Looks like it would 
make a good camp. Who owns it?” 


IG HENRY looked searehingly at 
the speaker from under bushy eye- 
brows. His face was slanting forward as 
it had been a moment before when he had 
been studying the floor. 

“I own it, an’ it ain’t for hire,” he 
growled, his gaze flicking about the room 
and catching many furtive glances 
directed toward himself. He threw back 
his head and looked directly and threat- 
eningly at his companion. ‘‘ What th’ 
hell ever put that idear into yore mind?”’ 
he demanded ominously. 

“Why, I don’t know, exactly,” an- 
swered Panhandle in surprise. ‘‘Nat’ral 
thought, I reekon, seein’ that cur idears 
happened to run that way. It’s off b 
itself, th’ erick is right handy to it, it’s 
got a little corral, an’ me an’ Bill like to 
keep camp. Reekon that’s why.” 
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‘Well, you can get them idears plumb 
out of yore head!’ retorted the boss 
angrily. ‘‘It ain’t for hire or use, an’ 
it ain’t healthy to go pokin’ ’round it. 
Let’s you an’ me set in that there game, 
an’ show them fellers how it oughta be 
played.” 

“All right; that suits me right up to 
th’ hilt,” said Panhandle, tipping for- 
ward and dragging his chair after him. 
‘‘Move over,” he laughed, ‘‘an’ let a 
couple of experts sit in.” 

Evidently the boss had given up ex- 
pecting the arrival of the unknown man, 
for he not only gave his attention to the 
game, but he called for whisky and began 
to drink as if making up for his earlier 
abstemiousness; and it was not long be- 
fore he showed signs of its effect. He 
grew surly and ugly, and more and more 
his eyes sought Panhandle’s face. His 
scowl deepened and he began to sit out 
hands, watching Panhandle more and 
more. Trouble was in the wind, but the 
calm gambler gave no sign that he sensed 


it. 

Panhandle had just won a sizable pot 
and was pulling it toward him, both of 
his hands out on the table, when Big 
Henry, loosing an oath, jerked out his 
gun and covered the reaching gambler. 
It was so quick and unexpected that it 
caucht them all flat-footed. 

“Let ’em lay, you l’ snapped the boss. 
“Why are you so damn’ interested in 
that ’dobe shack over in th’ bottoms?” 

Panhandle relaxed and let his fore- 
arms rest on the table as he looked 
slowly into the scowling face. He was 
surprised and he showed it; but he was 
not quite as surprised as it appeared. 

“Just wanted a camp,” he answered, 
and again reached for the chips. 

“Let ’em lay! I’m talkin’ to you! 
Let ’em lay, an’ listen !’’ 

“All right,’’ placidly replied Pan- 
handle, sensing Bill’s utter relaxation, 
and knowing what it meant. ‘You 
shouldn’t go on th’ prod like this, Henry. 
An’ you should ease up in yore liquorin’. 
It ain’t reasonable to act like this, when 
nobody means you any harm.”’ 

“You mind yore own damn’ busi- 
ness!’’ retorted the boss, his face flush- 
ing to a deeper color. ‘‘My liquor is 
my business. You peel right down to 
th’ truth! Why are you so interested 
in that old shack?” 

“I’ve already told you that,” replied 


Panhandle patiently. ‘‘If you own it 
an’ don’t want to hire it out, all right; 
then I don’t want it. Let’s see: I reckon 
it’s yore deal, Henry.”’ 


TEVE SMITH’S hand and arm 

moved gently and with deliberate 
slowness. His fingers touched the leveled 
gun, closed over the barrel, and turned 
it aside, whereupon a man in front of 
the room jumped lively to get out of line. 
Smith looked calmly into the blazing eyes 
of the boss, and he shook his head in 
gentle reproof; but in his heart was 
murder. Big Henry was becoming too 
cager with a gun. 

“Take yore hand off my gun, Smith!’’ 
ordered the boss, ominously. 

“Put it away, Henry,” urged Smith, 
speaking softly. ‘‘This man didn’t 
mean nothin’ a-tall. Liquor allus makes 
you suspicious. Put it away, an’ deal 
th’ cards. Yo’re holdin’ up th’ game.’’ 

“Take yore band off my gun!” re- 
peated Big Henry with a curse. ‘‘I’ll 
give you ten seconds to let loose of it! 
Cope!” he cried, and one of his hench- 
men stepped forward, hand on gun butt. 

“Smith, you let loose of that gun!” 
growled Cope, his jaw squaring. 

‘‘Better let loose of yore own,” said 
Bill gently. For a moment he had been 
overlooked, but no one was that careless 
now. In each of his big hands a long- 
barreled Colt rested, gripped gently, 
balanced nicely, with big thumbs hooked 
over the cocked hammers. One of the 
evil muzzles centered on Cope’s suddenly 
contracting stomach; the other, on Big 
Henry’s soiled vest. 

“I don’t know what all this damn’ 
nonsense is about,’’ said the man with 
the drop, in an aggrieved voice; ‘‘but 
I’m havin’ a run of good luck, an’ no- 
body’s private quarrel is goin’ to inter- 
fere with it. If you fellers got to fight, 
go outside an’ do it, an’ let this game 
goon. Cope, you let loose of that gun; 
an’ you Henry, put yourn back in its 
sheath, an’ deal them eards!’’ 

“You put them guns back, stranger; 
or I’ll have you blowed apart!’’ shouted 
the boss, white with rage. ‘‘Wilson!’’ 

The other henchman moved like a strik- 
ing snake, with unhesitant and magnifi- 
cent courage in the face of almost certain 
death. He was within Bill’s range of 
vision, but he went for his gun in a blurr 
of speed. 
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The building was filled with crashing 
roars of sound, and the onlookers threw 
themselves on the floor, secking safety. 
With the first erash, Panhandle leaped 
backward toward the bar, both guns ont. 
Smith, realizing that he was squarcly 
in the center of the storm, slid under the 
table; and there he did a very queer 
thing: his gun jerked upward toward 
Big Henry’s stomach and exploded. 

The smoke cleared. Bill had his back 
to the wall, both guns balanced and eover- 
ing the room. Panhandle was now at 
the end of the bar, with the bartender 
in his sight. Smith erawled out from 
under his shelter and slowly stood up, 
his hands innocent of weapons. He 
glanced from Wilson’s huddled figure to 
that of Cope, and on to whrre Big 
Henry sprawled lifeless in the ehair, his 
head and shoulders against the edge of 
the table. Then he look at Bill, and at 
Panhandle, and nodded. 

“ All right, strangers; you ean put ’em 
away now,” he said. ‘‘I’m th’ new boss 
of this camp. That ——,” glancing 
at the table, ‘‘was drivin’ with too tight 
a rein. It was gettin’ so no man’s life 
was safe.” 

He looked around the room, where a 
dozen or more men liad forsaken the 
floor and were now on their feet. 

“Put it to a vote, boys,’’ he ordered. 
“Am I boss?” 

Sensing the change due in allegiance, 
both Bill and Panhandle now nodded 
grimly, their guns covering the voters. 

“*Get goin’!’’ snapped Bill. ‘‘ Vote on 
her!” 

‘Pronto!’ barked Panhandle. 

The vote was instant and unanimous, 
and Smith turned a smiling face to the 
two strangers. 

“Put ’em away, friends,” he said. 
‘You don’t need ’em no more.” 

The two men slowly obeyed and pushed 
forward toward the table. 


CHAPTER X 


AVE SAUNDERS and Wyatt 
D Duncan, true to their word, 
waited the agreed-upon two 
days, making a dry eamp far 
baek in the sage and down in a deep de- 
pression of the desert floor. Sparing 
with their water as they were, they had 


to make trips to the rock-hedged spring 
not only on their own aeeount but also 
for the sake of their horses. These jour- 
neys were made after dark, and they al- 
ways swung their courses to the east- 
ward, where the up-thrusting rock ridges 
were kept free of sand by the winds; and 
each journey meant careful scouting 
around the spring. 

Nothing untoward oecurred, and they 
broke eamp on the morning of the third 
day, antieipating the rise of the sun by 
an hour. They soon found the trail 
pointed out to them by Felipe, and 
pushed forward into the lava wastes. 

““Cassidy an’ Ewalt ought to be purty 
well located by this time,’’ said Wyatt, 
‘fan’ have th’ town well sized up. 
They’re a couple of right good men, I'd 
say, from what I’ve seen an’ heard.” 

“None better, I reckon,” replied 
Dave, his restless gaze shifting constant- 
ly under the shielding brim of his big 
hat. He found the heat almost unbear- 
able, for while he was desert-born, he 
had spent the last half-dozen years on 
far northern ranges. 

They plodded on, and after awhile 
they, too, began to worry about the abra- 
sive effect of the sharp lava on the hoofs 
of their mounts; but, like the two friends 
who had gone in two days before along 
a more northern trail, they found the 
sand more and more eovering the lava, 
and their newly born apprchensions 
slowly died. 

The sun was at the meridian when 
Dave’s restless glance flickered back to 
settle on a point well into the southwest. 
He regarded it steadily, studying it. 

“Little wisp of dust erawlin’ along 
over yonder,’’ he said, gesturing with his 
free hand. ‘‘Movin’ steady an’ reg’ lar. 
We better pull up, Wyatt, an’ get eover. 
I don’t like that sign worth a damn.”’ 

“*Comin’ right along, an’ comin’ this 
way,” muttered Wyatt. ‘‘If he holds 
like he’s headin’ he’ll pass ahead of us, 
an’ not eut our trail.” 

The little streamer of dust grew stead- 
ily plainer and steadily nearer, and the 
two friends watched it eloscly, peering 
out through the brush whieh edged their 
position, A sugar-loaf sombrero moved 
past a dip in a distant lava billow, dis- 
appeared, showed again, and again dis- 
appeared. Then for an instant it ap- 
peared again through a thinning of the 
sage along the top of a ridge. 
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“Mex. hat,” grunted Wyatt; ‘‘but 
that don’t mean nothin’ definite.’’ 

“No,” growled Dave without shifting 
his eyes. 

The hat showed again, and then the 
head of a buekskin pony pushed out into 
sight, and a Mexican rode into view. He 
was looking steadily ahead, his gaze on 
the ground, and as the faint trail came 
into sight, he nodded and drew up. For 
a moment he studied the sands, glanced 
swiftly up at the sun, and pushed on 
again, riding along the trail and bound 


our way, damn him!’ 
growled Wyatt. His thumb moved gen- 
tly, and a swift series of sharp clicks 
sounded under it as the rifle moved for- 
ward and upward. 

‘Don’t!’ whispered Dave. ‘‘Remem- 
ber what El Toro said? This man is a 
Mexiean.”’ 

‘Uh-huh. Won’t do no harm to have 
him restin’ on th’ front sight.’’ 

The oncoming rider espied the fresh 
tracks at a distance, which spoke well for 
the keenness of his eyesight, and he drew 
rein again, looking searchingly around 
him. One hand went slowly up, palm 
out, in the old, universal gesture of 
peace. After a moment he rode on 
again, the hand still upraised. Reach- 
ing the place where the fresh tracks 
turned from the trail, he stopped and 
looked along them until they were lost 
to sight. He smiled, and slowly lowered 
the hand. 

‘‘ Amigos?’ he called, and reached up 
to his hat band for a corn husk to make 
a cigarette. 


AVE stood up, knowing that he was 
amply covered by his companion’s 
rifle. 

‘í Amigo!” he called. ‘‘Who are you?” 

‘‘ Manuel. El Toro he e-spik of thees.”’ 

“Huh! He did, eh?” 

“Si. Een three, four mile hav’ a car- 
re, sefior.’’ 

“Yeah?” 

‘Si? The Mexican, finishing his 
cigarette, lit it and drew slowly on it. 
‘‘Thees tr-rail, eet go str-aight. Beeg 
r-rock of lava, like thees!’’ He thrust a 
finger straight up in the air. ‘‘W’at you 
call needle r-rock, sif”? 

“A needle rock three or four miles 
farther on,’’ said Dave. ‘‘We want to 
look out, huh?’’ 


“Si. Hav’ a ear-re, señor.” The 
Mexican kneed his horse and pushed 
slowly on again, still heading eastward, 
out of the desert. ‘‘Adiéds, señores. Go 
weeth God.” 

“Same to you,” said Dave, sinking 
back into the cover. ‘‘ Well,” he growled, 
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glancing at his companion. ‘‘Have a 
care, huh ?’’ 
‘“‘ Circle,” grunted Wyatt. ‘‘Sentry, 


mebby. Question is, shall we go ’round 
him an’ let him alone, or—’’ 

“We'll circle him, anyhow; th’ rest 
will mebby decide itself. If he lets us 
alone, why—’’ 

“Uh-huh. North or south?’’ 

“ Don’t know th’ damn’ country. It’s 
a toss-up.” 

‘Th’ Mex. came from th’ south,’’ co- 
gitated Wyatt. ‘‘Wonder if he is 
square?’’ He thought for a moment. 
‘“ Might be sendin’ us in to somethin’.’’ 

Dave shook his head. 

“He wouldn’t ’a’ bothered to hunt us 
out in that case. As soon as he saw we 
were headin’ right on along th’ trail he 
could ’a’ just laid low an’ let us go. 
North or south: want to toss for it?’’ 

‘‘Mebby. How you figecrin’?’’ 

‘Well, th’ Mex. came from th’ south 
an’ th’ sentry might ’a’ seen him. In 
that case he might be extra vigilant. I 
vote for th’ north.’’ 

“Right. North she is,” grunted 
Wyatt. He carelessly let his wrist touch 
the barrel of the rifle, and swore whole- 
heartedly. ‘‘Can fry aigs on this damn’ 
gun!’’ 

‘“Wish we had some to fry,’’ chuckled 
Dave, going to the horses. 

In a moment they were in the saddle 
again and riding on, but this time they 
had abandoned the trail and were swing- 
ing into the north, with a westward drift. 
Then they swung west with a northward 
drift. 

“If we pass that sentry without bein’ 
seen, an’ get into town,” said Wyatt 
thoughtfully, ‘‘how will we explain th’ 
fact that th’ sentry didn’t see us?” He 
paused for an instant, and continued. 
‘Of course, I know of a couple of an- 
swers to that; but we shore want to be 
able to tell th’ same story.”’ 

**Shore do. Seems to me we lost th’ 
trail from sand driftin’ over it, or th’ 
sentry was asleep. I favor th’ first.’’ 

‘‘This wind wouldn’t drift a trail ex- 
cept on lightly sanded rock,’’ objected 
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Wyatt. ‘‘We lost th’ trail, I reekon: 
got kinda eonfused an’ panieky.’’ 

“Not panieky,’’ eorreeted Dave. 
“‘They’d know we was lyin’. We ain’t 
tenderfeet, an’ we don’t look it. We 
just plain lost th’ trail an’ went right 
ahead on a gamble.” 

On they rode, keeping off of skylines. 
Then Dave, drawing rein, dismounted 
on a elean-swept floor of lava and walked 
up the slope. He removed his Stetson 
and peered over the rim of the ridge. 
After a moment he retraeed his steps and 
joined his eompanion. 

“ Looks like th’ needle roek, off yonder 
about half a mile,” he reported. ‘‘We 
ain’t been raisin’ mueh dust, but we 
have been makin’ some. What you say 
we hobble th’ hosses, move aside a eouple 
of hundred yards, an’ wait a little while? 
Give him time to make his play in ease 
he’s located our dust ?’’ 


*“““\7EAH. I’ll keep on goin’ with th’ 

hosses, to keep th’ dust a-risin’. 
Say two hundred yards, Then I’ll eir- 
ele ‘round an’ ’round. If that don’t 
make him eurious, I don’t know what 
will, You keep me eovered, an’ take 
eare of him.”’ 

“He'll mebby let loose at you at long 
range, before I ean get sight of him,’’ 
objeeted Dave. 

‘Th’ way these heat waves are wig- 
glin’, he’ll shore as hell miss me at long 
range,” replicd Wyatt. ‘‘ Anyhow, vou 
eut in on foot, between me an’ that 
roek.” He chuekled. ‘‘It strikes me 
that we’re takin’ a lot for granted; we 
ain’t shore that there’s anybody out here 
but us.”’ 

“Or how many,” eountered Dave. 

“Hum! Or how many,” repeated 
Wyatt. ‘‘Damn! That’s different; I 
ain’t ridin’ ’round in no eireles, Dave. 
I'll eaehe th’ hosses an’ take to th’ brush, 
west of you. We both wateh south, but 
we don’t get too far away from th’ ani- 
mals. I ain’t hankerin’ to hoof it into 
Hell’s Center, not even in th’ eool of th’ 
night. High-hecled boots was never 
made for this kinda footin’.’’ 

“ All right: go ahead. If there’s any- 
body down there, an’ he saw our dust, 
he’ll likely be halfway here by now. 
Jump into it!” 

The sand was hot, but the lava was 
hotter, and unbelievably sharp and eruel. 
Dave wriggled through the sage and the 


greasewood, eareful not to brush against 
the stems to set the upper twigs to sway 
ing. He had eovered perhaps two hun- 
dred yards on a southwestwardly eourse 
when the faint elatter of a rolling stone 
somewhere ahead of him made him 
freeze. 

“‘Damn’ greaser’s wanderin’ about 
out here,’’ eame a growled protest. ‘An’ 
I would ’a’ swore he kept on goin’ east.’’ 

Dave eould not see the sentry, but he 
did get a quiek glimpse of Wyatt crawl- 
ing along the bottom of a lava billow; 
and a sudden grunt of surprise and 
satisfaetion in front of him told him 
that the sentry had seen the same thing. 
Wyatt eould not be missed at that short 
range, and Dave, to distraet the sentry’s 
attention from Wyatt and center it on 
something nearer at hand, eoughed loud- 
ly, heard an exclamation in front and a 
sudden snapping of a twig behind him, 
and whirled to look into the muzzle of 
a gun. 

“Got him, Bill,’’ ealled the outlaw. 
‘*C’mere!’’ He scowled at Dave. ‘‘ Drop 
that gun!” 

Dave had one ehanee: Wyatt evi- 
dently had not been seen. He pretended 
anger, and raised his voice loudly enough 
to earry to the ears of his friend. 

‘What you mean, throwin’ down on 
me like this?’’ he demanded, the rifle 
falling from his hand. With Waytt 
loose things were not as bad as they 
might be. 

“What you mean, prowlin’ ‘round 
out here?’’ retorted the other. 

Dave thought swiftly: it was possible 
that they had eut the trail, and that at 
least one of them knew that there were 
two horses. He must aeeount for the 
extra horse and aeeount for it naturally, 
if he wished to keep Wyatt’s presenee 
from them. 

**Prowlin’ hell! I’m paekin’ in, pros- 
peetin’,’’ retorted Dave, still angrily. 
“Tf that hoss gets away in th’ brush, an’ 
spills that paek to hell an’ gone, you’ll 
shore wish you ’d minded yore own damn’ 
business! Askin’ me what I’m doin’ on 
a desert! Then what you doin’ in here, 
for that matter?’ 

There sounded a rustle at Dave’s side, 
and he glanced around to see the second 
man emerge from the brush. 

“He ain’t no greaser!’’ said the new- 
comer, pushing free from the sage. 
“What you doin’ in here, stranger?” 
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“There you go,” snapped Dave, “I’m 
prospectin’, if it’s any of yore business!’’ 

“It’s our business, all right. You’ve 
come in so far that we can’t let you go 
back, Sorry, but it’s yore hard luck.’ 
The speaker reached toward his holster 
and drew out a gun. ‘‘Don’t like to do 
this, a-tall, stranger; but it’s got to be 
did.’’ He shook his head. ‘‘ There ain’t 
nothin’ personal in it: you just horned 
in where you don’t belong. We dassn’t 
let you go out ag’in.’’ 


E raised the gun slowly and reluc- 

tantly, Dave watching like a hawk; 

and then there sounded the vicious crack 

of a rifle from the brush to the west. The 

whine of the bullet, striking a rock to 

the left of the three men, turned into a 
scream and ricocheted into silence. 

It was a precious instant. Just for the 
merest fraction of a second the rising sun 
wavered as the attention of its holder 
and that of his companion was taken by 
the new threat; and in that bare freation 
Dave Saunders showed the quality of the 
stuff that was in him; the stuff which 
had turned a lawless gold eamp into one 
of law and order. 

Twisting sidewise, his hands streaked 
downward, and up again. There eame 
two spurts of fire, but only one crash, 
from his hips, as both guns went into 
action at the same instant. It was a 
beautiful draw. He stepped back out of 
the spreading smoke and peered down 
searchingly, and then took another back- 
ward step as he slid the guns into their 
sheaths. 

The crashing of brush behind him told 
of Wyatt’s frantic and careless efforts 
for speed, and a panting voice, throwing 
caution to the wind, asked a fearful 
question. 

“It’s all right, Wyatt,” called Dave, 
reassuringly. ‘‘That shot of yourn was 
just what I needed; that shot, an’ me 
worryin’ about a pack-hoss!”’ 

Wyatt looked down at what lay upon 
the ground. ‘‘Dig a hole or two before 
we go?” he asked, frowning. 

‘There ain’t no loose rocks to pile 
over th’ holes,’’ said Dave. ‘‘Coyotes 
an’ wolves would dig ’em out before mid- 
night. Anyhow, remembering that kid’s 
story, back there in Bulltown, I don’t 
feel like buryin’ none of that gang. 
Come on: let’s get gojn’.’’ 

Get going they did; and it did not take 


them long to find the trail again. They 
found it just west of the needle rock, and 
they found the prints of two horses at 
the same time. 

‘‘Wait a minute,’’ growled Dave, pull- 
ing up. ‘‘If those two fellers were lo- 
cated at th’ needle rock as sentries, then 
here’s two more that we ain’t seen. We 
got to find out about this, Wyatt. If 
these tracks were made by two others, 
then they’ll find th’ sentries missin’, wait 
for ’em a little while, an’ then mebby go 
off huntin’ for ’em. That won’t do!’’ 

“Nol”? growled Wyatt. ‘‘It shore 
won’t; an’ mebby these two were goin’ 
out to relieve th’ others. This shore 
looks right scrambled to me, Dave.’’ 

‘Yeah; an’ we’ve got to unscramble it, 
an’ do it pronto. Cache th’ hosses ag’in: 
this is once more we got to go on foot, an’ 
if we don’t do a better job of scoutin’ this 
time than we did last, we better just fold 
up an’ die P’ 

An hour later they again met near the 
hidden horses, both smiling. 

‘Them two wasn’t no sentries, I 
reckon,” said Wyatt in relief. 

“No. They was ridin’ out, headin’ for 
civilization, an’ evidently drew up to rest 
their hosses. Th’ Mex. saw ’em, figgered 
that we’d bump right into ’em, an’ 
passed us th’ warnin’. They must ’a’ 
been right suspicious, to see our dust sign 
an’ investigate like they did.” 

“Well, that’s their hard luck,” 
growled Wyatt. ‘‘If they’d minded their 
own business they’d be alive, right now.’’ 


HEY mounted and rode on again, 

each turning things over in his mind. 
They had disposed of the outlaws’ horses 
and equipment, and the trail itself be- 
hind them held no menace for their 
safety. 

The hours dragged past with the 
grudging miles, both very laggard. 

The sun had just dipped from sight 
over a distant range of mountains, and 
a man could look westward now without 
being blinded. Wyatt knocked up his 
hat brim with a quick, abrupt motion of 
a hand, and peered into the distance. 

‘‘There ain't no sign of a town,” he 
growled. ‘‘It was supposed to be a full 
day’s ride along this trail; but we've lost 
considerable time, foolin’ around in th’ 
brush. Reckon we better make camp, or 
push on?”’ 

“I vote for camp. We won’t wait to 
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get no breakfast in th’ mornin’—we must 
be purty close to th’ end of our ridin’. 
What you say we push on till near dark, 
an’ then if we don’t see th’ town, roll up 
in our blankets an’ finish th’ ride to- 
morrow ?’’ 


CHAPTER XI 


whieh did duty as a sheet, and 

blew out his breath gustily. He 

was beaded with perspiration 
from head to foot. The room was almost 
insufferably hot; in fact, it would have 
been insufferable to any but the desert- 
bred. He sat up, pivoted, dropped his 
feet to the floor, rubbed his eyes and 
stretched. Then he glanced down and 
saw his companion’s open eyes, and the 
two men exchanged grins. 

“Hot as hell under this roof,’’ said 
Panhandle, kicking back his own part of 
the coverlet. He regarded the board roof 
accusingly ; evidently they never had fin- 
ished this building, and someone later on 
had roofed this part over with boards in- 
stead of the thick, heat-resisting adobe. 
‘‘Serves us right for sleepin’ so late. If 
we got up when we should we’d have th’ 
hang-over of some of th’ eoolness of th’ 
night for dressin’ in.” 

“Then we shore oughta get to bed 
earlier,’’ said Bill, reaching out prehen- 
sile toes toward the nearer sock. The toes 
eould not get a grip on the yielding 
fabric, and he stretehed a little more and 
dragged it to him. 

‘Things shore move sudden in this 
man’s town,’’ said Panhandle, sitting up. 

**Yeah they do; an’ they start with a 
jerk,” replied Bill. 

‘Yeah, grunted his companion, 
swinging his legs over the side of the bed. 
“Good Gawd, but it’s hot in here!” 

“It shore wasn’t hot when we turned 
in this mornin’,’’ replied Bill, dragging 
the seeond sock toward him. ‘‘I couldn’t 
hardly get my third of th’ bed warmed 
up. Well, that’s what altitude will do 
for you, even on a desert. Wonder if 
yo’re as hungry as I am?” 

“I reckon it’s a dead heat,’’ said Pan- 
handle. 

A moment later, fully dressed, Bill 
reached for his heavy belts and slung 


Be kieked back the thin eoverlet 


them around him. The guns in their 
worn seabbards had the look of newness, 
and Panhandle’s admiring eyes rested 
on their walnut handles. 

‘‘They seem to bandle all right,’’ he 
said. 

Bill’s eyes followed his eompanion’s 
gaze, and he nodded. 

Bill and his eompanion noticed a 
marked differenee over the day before in 
the matter of their reception by those of 
their fellow-eitizens who ehanced to be 
astir at the comparatively early hour of 
eleven a. m. It first beeame apparent 
when they stepped into the sight of the 
lazy man in the barroom on their way 
out of the building in whieh they had 
their quarters. Previously he had 
grudged them a frowning, reluctant rec- 
oguition; for while he was a bartender 
and capable of almost any infamy, he 
held himself above professional gam- 
blers; a pxide of caste unjustified, but in 
his case held nevertheless. Now a smile 
split his face, he nodded violently, and 
suggestively pushed a bottle toward them 
across the bar. 

‘Oil up on me,’’ he invited cordially. 

“Never drink before breakfast,” re- 
plied Bill, smiling. 

‘Never!’ said Panhandle, as suspi- 
cious of the quality of the liquor as his 
friend was. 

“Which of you gents is Bill?’’ asked 
the bartender, his gaze shifting from one 
to the other. 

Panhandle waved gracefully and indi- 
cated his companion, speaking with deep 
gravity. 

“‘He’s th’ only man livin’ that ever 
made four bad men climb th’ same tree 
at th’ same time.”’ 

“My Gawd!”’ said the counter man, in 
reverent respeet, and he remained star- 
ing at the open door for quite some time 
after his two guests had passed through 
it and become lost to his sight. 


HE owner, operator, and food arehi- 
tect of the gredsy lunchroom hastened 
forward to open the door with his own 
hands when he saw the two friends ap- 
proach his place of business, 
‘*Good-mornin’,’’ he beamed, led the 
way to a corner table, drew baek the 
chairs, and dutifully pushed them in 
under his guests. ‘‘ An’ what’ll it be this 
mornin’?’’ he asked through a villainous 
smile whieli was meant to be friendly. 
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‘‘Ham’n aigs,’’ grunted Bill. ‘‘An’,’’ 
he added, ‘‘this is one mornin’ when I 
want ’em like I tell you: ham well done, 
an’ th’ aigs soft with th’ yolks whole.” 

‘*Yo’re goin’ to git ’cm just that way 
if th’ damn’ yolks don’t bust an’ run!’’ 
assured the proprietor. ‘‘An’ what'll 
you have, mister?’ he asked deferentially, 
turning to Panhandle. 

“Them specifications suits me,” 
growled Panhandle. 

“‘Keno!’’ said the proprietor, and 
made speed toward the stove. 

The cook made poor coffee, having the 
thrifty habit of adding fresh grounds to 
those already in the pot; and he made 
terrible pies; but his biscuits were mas- 
terpieees and served to make passable an 
otherwise atrocious meal. 

Through, they wiped the egg from the 
corners of their mouths, pried at the 
stringy ham with hard-working tooth- 
picks, and wandered down to the Palmer 
House. Stepping inside, they were 
greeted with unusual cheeriness by the 
ex-pugilist, aand they accepted his invi- 
tation, eager to change the clinging flavor 
of the eggs. 

They wiped their lips and looked cas- 
ually around. Two men were in a cor- 
ner, talking in what sounded like low 
grunts, and as the eyes of Bill and his 
companion grew accustomed to the 
poorer light of the room, they picked out 
the identity of the two strangers. They 
saw Dave Saunders and Wyatt Duncan. 

tS ham an’ break- 
fast!’? Dave was saying, scowling at 
everything within his are of vision. Fis 
eyes scttled on the curious faces of the 
two men at the bar, and his scowl deep- 
ened. 

‘‘Th’ ham wasn’t so bad, but —— 
th’ aigs!’’ said Wyatt. ‘‘My teeth are 
full of fuzzy feathers!’’ 

“Liquor up, strangers,” invited the 
ex-pugilist, waving for them to come for- 
ward. ‘‘Want you to meet a couple 
friends of mine,’’ he added as a further 
inducement. 

“Come on, Wyatt,’’ said Dave, arising. 
‘‘Mebby they can tell us where to get 
some decent food.’’ 

‘*Gawd, yes!’’ exclaimed Wyatt, trail- 
ing after. 

‘‘Meet Bill an’ Panhandle,” said the 
bartender, waving to each of those per- 
sons in turn. 

“Howdy,” said Dave, nodding. ‘‘ You 


ean call me Dave. Meet my friend, 
Wyatt.” 

Grunts and nods rounded ont this part 
of the formality, and four raised glasses 
sealed it. Dave placed his on the bar, 
tasted his mouth experimentally, and 
grinned. The change ìn flavor was a lit- 
tle improvement. 

‘Where do you boys eat?” he asked, 
abruptly. 

Bill gravely told him. 

“ His beans are good, an’ he can throw 
together some right good Mex. dishes,” 
said Panhandle. ‘‘ Mex. dishes are a good 
bet down in this part of th’ country. As 
for aigs, me an’ Bill have got so we can’t 
hardly tell a mejium fresh aig from a 
mejium old aig.”’ 

“I ain’t heard nobody say th’ name of 
this town, yet”? 

‘‘Hell’s Center,” said the bartender, 
rinsing the glasses. 

‘An’ well named,” supplemented 
Panhandle. ‘‘We’ve been here two 
nights an’ seen four men killed in this 
room. ’’ 

“Y'don’t say!’? exclaimed Wyatt. 
“What’s th’ troublet”? 


£ ON’T know that I ean pnt a han- 

dle to it, bein’ a stranger,” replied 
Bill; ‘‘but I’m right shore of one thing: 
when trouble starts, an’ it starts easy, 
wateh everybody l”? 

“Huh! Kinda takes a feller back to 
Newton, Dodge, an’ them ecow-towns,”’ 
murmured Wyatt, ‘‘in th’ days when 
them towns was towns. Here’s where I 
mind my own business more than ever. 
What do you say, Dave t” 

“Isay keno!’’ answered Dave with em- 
phasis. ‘‘Four dead men in two nights! 
Well, well, well!’’ 

‘* Bill, here,’’ said the ex-pugilist, jerk- 
ing a crooked thumb in the direction of 
the redhead, ‘‘got two of ’em last night. 
I’ve seen a cat move when it was in a 
hurry; but Bill makes a eat look slow.’’ 

“But I had ’em out when th’ others 
started,’’ expostulated Bill. 

“Yeah, you did; but you slipped ’em 
back in ag’in,’’ said the bartender; ‘‘an’ 
when you pulled ’em th’ seeond time, th’ 
other fellers was already movin’ toward 
their own. I was watchin’ you close, an’ 
that’s what I saw.” 

“Ts that right, Bill?” asked Panhan- 
dle in surprise. At that particular mo- 
ment the night before he had not been 
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Bes his friend, being too busy to 
0 s0. 

“It’s a nice day if it don’t get no hot- 
ter, an’ th’ wind don’t blow,” said Bill, 
uncomfortably. ‘‘Which means, let’s all 
have a drink, an’ change th’ subject.’’ 

‘This round’s on me, friend,” said 
Dave. ‘‘You two boys on th’ drift?” 

‘What you mean ?”’ asked Bill, coldly. 

‘‘Not nothin’ that I hadn’t oughta,” 
quickly explained Dave, suddenly re- 
membering the interpretation that could 
be placed on the word ‘‘drift.’’ ‘‘I just 
thought that mebby you two fellers was 
like us: tumbleweedin’ from one job to 
th’ next. Sorta driftin’ careless-like.’’ 

“Wel, we're  driftin’ careless,” 
grunted Bill, holding up the glass in si- 
lent salutation. ‘‘Me an Panhandle play 
cards for a livin’, mostly ; which is all th’ 
warnin’ we aim to give. Here’s luck!”’ 

“Luek!” echoed the others, and the 
heads went back in unison; but there 
seemed to be a trace of coolness in the 
words and attitudes of Dave and his 
friend. Gamblers, especially square 
gamblers, were not social outcasts in that 
time and country, but still ... any- 
how, Dave and Wyatt drank the toast, 
even if they did show a little reserve aft- 
erward. 

“How come you an’ Wyatt got in 
here?’’ asked the curious bartender, 
bluntly. 

‘We run up ag’in that lava rim, an’ 
got damn’ sick of flankin’ it,’’ came the 
ready answer. ‘‘We wanted to travel 
west, an’ there it was, mile after mile. 
Then we got mad, an’ struck straight 
across, an’ here we are.”’ 

“Meet anybody?’’ asked the bar- 
tender curiously. 

*“Nobody but a greaser,’’ answered 
Dave. ‘‘He said we was off th’ trail, but 
didn’t tell us where it was.’’ 

“‘Blundered onto th’ trail later,” ex- 
plained Wyatt, speaking directly to the 
bartender. ‘‘There was fresh signs of 
two horses on it, headin’ east. We hoped 
it would lead us to water, which they 
usually do if you foller ’em long enough. 
This time we was double lucky: we hit 
water an’ liquor, both: but we won’t say 
nothin’ about them aigs.”’ 

‘They shore spoke for themselves,” 
growled Dave. He faced Bill and Pan- 
handle, and nodded casually. ‘‘Reckon 
me an’ Wyatt will go out an’ look th’ 
town over. See you all later.” 


Wyatt nodded and followed his friend 
out of the building. 

‘Sorta offish, all of a sudden,’’ re- 
marked the bartender, looking out 
through the open door. 

“Yeah,” grunted Panhandle, emerg- 
ing from a moment’s deep thought. 
“Yeah,” he repeated, and shrugged his 
shoulders expressively. ‘‘ You tell some 
folks that yo’re a professional gambler, 
an’ they get stiff-backed ; but give ’em a 
chance to trim th’ gamblers, an’ they 
don’t waste no time shovin’ in their chips 
an’ crowdin’ th’ table. Hell’ 


HE bartender flashed a quick, 

guarded look at Panhandle’s friend, 
and saw no particular expression on the 
cold faee. He sighed, picked up the bar 
cloth, and started to move it gently back 
and forth over the counter. Then he 
leaned forward suddenly and spoke in a 
low voice, 

‘Seen Steve Smith this mornin’?’’ he 
asked. 

Bill stirred and looked at him euri- 
ously. 

‘No; have you?” 

“No. Steve oughta be in a right good 
humor,’’ replied the bartender. He re- 
garded the moving cloth for a moment, 
and then looked up. ‘‘Th’ new boss ain’t 
as ean-tankerous as th’ old one; but he’s 
twict as poisonous: an’ he never gets 
drunk.’’ 

““Huh!’’? said Bill, thoughtfully. 
“Just what was th’ matter with Big 
Henry, actin’ like he did to Panhandle? 
Was he a little loco?” 

‘“‘Mebby—ou one subject. You see, 
him an’ some of th’ boys—oh, well,’’ said 
the bartender, suddenly remembering 
what had happened to certain pcople 
who talked too much. ‘‘Oh, well: that’s 
somethin’ that happened before you fel- 
lers got here. Ain’t no use to open up 
no graves; but,” he said, speaking very 
earnestly, ‘‘don’t you start no talk about 
that little ’dobe shack you was honin’ to 
hire.” He squirmed in his clothes as if 
his thoughts had suddenly become dis- 
tasteful. ‘Don’t you do it, never!” 

“All right,” replicd Bill in a bored 
voice. ‘‘We won’t. I don’t know what 
th’ hell yo’re talkin’ about—an’ I don’t 
care. Feel like movin’ along, Panhan- 
dle?” 

‘Where to?” asked Panhandle, with 
justifiable curiosity. ‘‘What’s th’ use of 
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millin’ around aimless? I’m in favor of 
holdin’ down a chair an’ takin’ things 
easy.’’ 

Bill grunted his casual affirmation and 
led the way to a table, and soon the two 
friends were idly playing Seven-Up, their 
thoughts far from the game. Dave and 
Wyatt were playing their parts without 
a hiteh, and both Bill and Panhandle 
were glad to know that they had arrived. 
In a day or two more Johnny and Matt 
should ride in, and with the coming of 
these two the odds would be a little more 
even. 

An hour or two later Dave and Wyatt 
returned, went to the bar, drank by them- 
selves, and sought out a table of their 
own; and it was the table farthest re- 
moved from that of the two professional 
gamblers. 

So the afternoon passed in idleness and 
low talk, each pair keeping to his own 
table. Oceasionally both groups entered 
into conversation with the bartender and 
with eaeh other, but there was no shift in 
position, no attempt made to fraternize. 

This unobtrusive aloofness, despite its 
unobtrusiveness, was notieed by the bar- 
tender who, catching Panhandle’s cye, 
glaneed knowingly at the aloof pair, 
raised his shoulders, grimaced, stuck his 
nose up in the air, and laughed silently. 
Panhandle wiped away an imaginary 
tear, started to thumb his nose toward 
the other end of the room, and then sud- 
denly gave his whole attention to the 
cards in his hand. 

The bartender, sensing Dave’s hostile 
eyes on him, grabbed up the bar cloth 
and fell to polishing the counter to the 
accompaniment of a low and discordant 
whistling. 

Dave and Wyatt had ceased their talk- 
ing and were now leaning back in their 
chairs, immersed in thought. The Seven- 
Up game had died from neglect, and 
Panhandle had his elbow on the table and 
his chin in hig hand, silent, preoeeupied. 
Bill frankly dozed, oeeasionally waking 
up with a little jerk to ease some dawn- 
ing discomfort or to brush away a pes- 
tiferous fly. Behind the counter the ex- 
pugilist yawned and puttered about, 
shifting this bottle, rearranging that 
glass. 

A shadow darkened the doorway, and 
an old man stopped on the sill, his heavily 
tauned, lined face thrust forward at the 
end of a long, skinny, and painfully 


corded neck. When he slowly and slyly 
removed his dilapidated sombrero he did 
not look much unlike an aged vulture. 
Satisfied that all was right and that he 
was safe, he stepped forward softly and 
suddenly raised his voice in a shrill, un- 
earthly yell. 
“Hi-i-i-i 1” 


HE jumping bartender flashed one 

panieky glance at the maker of the 
sound, and then looked fearfully and 
hopefully at the startled strangers; he 
was all set to burst into laughter, but 
his expression slowly changed to ag- 
grieved disappointment. 

The four strangers acted each in his 
own way, and their ways were unlike. 
The doorway lay in the field of vision of 
three of them, and three of them saw a 
ludicrous searecrow by merely raising 
their eyes. Panhandle was the excep- 
tion: he not only could not see tlie door 
without turning around, but he made not 
the slightest attempt to look. His level 
gaze was fixed intently on the face of his 
red-haired companion who, it seemed, 
was able to look for both of them. Re- 
assured after an instant’s scrutiny, Pan- 
handle then turned lazily and ealmly and 
looked the newcomer over as if he was 
looking at some strange animal. 

‘‘Locoed ?’’ he asked in a quiet voice. 

““Locoed,’’ replied Bill. ‘‘Th’ desert’s 
shore got him.”’ 

The thin anticipatory caekle of the 
newcomer died out slowly, and his sad 
eyes had an aeeusing look. He shook his 
head sadly and sidled toward the bar, 
where a sympathetie dispenser of drinks 
shook his own head and sighed. 

“They didn’t stampede, Loco,’ he 
said. ‘‘Reckon mebby they ain’t that 
kind. Don’t you care, though: J’ll set 
’em up for you, an’ me au’ vou’ll drink 
together. To hell with ‘em, from their 
heads to their feet!” 

“To hell with ’em,’’ repeated Loco 
mechanically. 

Dave Saunders arose and took a hesi- 
tant step, stopped, felt foolish, and then 
ehanged his aetions into words. 

‘“Was we supposed to jump an’ act like 
a lot of damn’ fools?’’ he gently asked. 

The bartender nodded, at the same 
time tapping his forehead. 

“Well, then it’s shore on me,” ad- 
mitted Dave, stepping forward again. 
“By rights it oughta be on me twice: 
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I was so blame’ seared I couldn't move!”’ 

“*Me neither,” said Bill. ‘‘An’I ain’t 
right shore that I’ve got over it yet. Look 
here, Loco: you shouldn’t oughta go 
round searin’ folks half to death! It 
ain't right! You oughta be ashamed of 
yoreself !’? 

**Man!’’ exclaimed Panhandle, his 
knees trembling violently. ‘‘Right then 
I shore reckoned th’ whole Apache tribe 
was reachin’ for my hair’? 

“It’s a right good way to get hisself 
killed,” muttered Wyatt, but he fell in 
with the play, and spoke loudly. ‘‘I 
ain’t been able to speak up to now,’’ he 
confessed ; ‘‘but now I’m able to say that 
a round shore ison me. Don’t you never 
do that ag’in, Loco l?’ 

“He-he-he!” chuckled the ancient, 
jabbing the nearest man in the ribs. 
“He-he-he! I ean allus fetch ’em! I 
ean allus feteh—that is—that is—’’ his 
voice hushed as he peered fearfully 
around—‘‘that is, all ’eept Big Henry.” 
Fear flared up in his pale eyes. ‘‘Big 
Henry!” he whispered. ‘‘Big Henryl” 

The bartender’s face set, and then a 
smile broke through. It was a genuine 
smile. He leaned over the counter and 
beckoned with a huge forefinger. 

“*C’mere. C’mere, Loco. Want to tell 
you somethin ’—somethin’ special.” 

The old prospector leered knowingly at 
the four strangers, and tiptoed along the 
bar. 

“Secret?” he whispered. ‘‘Secret?’’ 

“Yeah, a secret. Big Henry’s dead. 
He won’t bother you no more. Big 
Henry’s deader’n hell, an’ I reekon 
that’s where he is right now.” 

The old man stood for a moment as if 
he had not heard, as if the words had 
no meaning for him; and then, cursing 
horribly, he whirled like a frightened 
rabbit and raced for the door, leaving 
behind him an oft-repeated sentence 
ringing in the ears of the others. 

= his soul! G—— d—— 
his soul! G——— d—— his soul!” 

The bartender found himself the focal 
point of four level gazes, and he tried 
to dissemble. 

‘Pore old feller! He went off without 
his drinks l”? 


HREE of the four turned on their 

heels and walked back to the tables; 
but the fourth, leaning lazily against the 
bar, maintained the fixed gaze. 


The ex-pugilist fidgeted, and then he 
glared. 

“What’s th’ matter with you, Bill? 
Bellyache?’’ he demanded with spirit. 

“Did you guess how it would affect 
him when you said it?’’ 

“No. One of two things was due to 
happen, I reckoned. That’s th’ one that 
did. I should ’a’ waited until after he 
had had his liquor; but he’ll be back 
before closin’ time, worse luck!”’ 

‘“*Where’ll he go from here?” asked 
Bill purely as a matter of curiosity and 
to keep the talk going. 

“ Bill, I’d give ten dollars if I knowed 
that! TIl lay you ten that he goes to 
th’ old ’dobe shack; or that he don’t! 
Take yore pick.’’ 

“What was th’ other way that you 
reckoned he mighta acted?’’ persisted 
Bill. 

The ex-pugilist looked into the eyes of 
the stern-faced man across the counter; 
the gazes met and locked. An observer 
gifted richly with imagination might 
easily have substituted, in his mind’s 
eye, thin and slithering blades of steel. 

“Bill,” said the barman, his hushed 
voice breaking the silence, ‘‘you never 
in all yore born days saw such a dumb- 
head as me; but I was kinda figgerin’ 
on Loco laughin’ hisself half to death.’* 

‘‘Beeause Big Henry is dead ?’’ 

‘Yes. Because Big Heury is dead.” 

‘‘An’ that shack you mentioned: it’s 
Loco’s, of course?’’ said Bill, knowing 
that it was not. 

‘No. Yore partner’s motionin’ to you.”’ 

Bill turned his head slowly and looked 
at Panhandle’s back. He waited a mo- 
ment, and still Panhandle did not move. 

Bill turned slowly and faced the bar. 

“ Much obliged,’’ he said, and sauntered 
toward the door and the street. 


CHAPTER XII 


HE bartender watehed Bill pass 
out through the doorway and 
| wondered if the gambler was on 
Loco’s trail; but he was instantly 
reassured by Bill’s reëntry. The gam- 
bler walked up to the bar as if he had 
not just left it, looked the ex-pugilist in 
the eye, and stated a fact bluntly. 
‘Panhandle wasn’t motionin’ to me,’’ 
he said confidently. 
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The ex-pugilist wondered if his com- 
panion had gone out into the street to 
discover that, looked humorously at the 
back of the person in question, and then 
gravely regarded his confrere across the 
counter. 

“No?” he asked. 

té No. 29 

“My mistake, I reckon. 
where Loco went?’’ 

‘No. He must ’a’ scurried out of 
sight like a rat.” 

‘An’ I hope to th’ Lord he stays out 
of sight,’’ said the bartender with fervor. 
‘“Why’n hell he come back to town I 
dunno. I grub-staked him strong enough 
to last him all summer. First thing we 
know, Loco will get killed.’’ 

“That so?” 

“Yes; damn it!” 

“Why?” asked Bill. 

‘Loco saw too much,’’ replied the bar- 
tender. ‘‘Tle was a little loco before, 
but plumb loco after. Big Henry was 
superstitious, an’ half-scared to death by 
what they done; that's why he got drunk 
so often ; but Steve Smith ain’t that kind. 
Some day he’ll just pull his gun an’ 
shoot Loco. He hates th’ old man like 
pizen.”’ 

“You say he was loco before whatever 
it was happened?” asked Bill, his face 
devoid of any intelligent expressiou. 

“Yes; but he’s a lot worse since.” 

‘What was it he saw?” asked Bill 
euriously. 

“*Panhandle’s motionin’ to you ag’in,’’ 
said the ex-pugilist calmly. 

Bill’s gaze did not shift from the 
placid face before him, and he eertainly 
did not look behind him to see what his 
friend was doing. 

‘Yeah; so I see,’’ he replied. ‘‘Let 
him wave his fool arms off. It’s a habit 
of his. What was it Loco saw?” 

“Listen here, Bill,’’ earnestly said the 
bartender and in a very low voice. ‘‘If 
I answer yore questions I’ll be shot be- 
fore I know it; an’ so will you.” 

‘Th’ first part of that statement don’t 
worry me much—you mebby deserve it; 
but th’ last kinda sets erooked on me. 
I don’t like that idear a-tall. By th’ 
way, what’s yore name?’ 

“Call me Spike.” 

“Spike,” repeated Bill. ‘‘Loco’s just 
a harmless old feller, ain’t he?” 
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“Then why should anybody want to 
shoot him?’’ persisted Bill. 

“He was an eye-witness to somethin’ 
that wasn’t very nice to see.” 

“Then why didn’t they shoot him then 
an’ there?” 

‘‘Because he was lyin’ on his belly 
out in th’ brush, an’ nobody knowed he 
was there. Afterward, they all was 
kinda sick at th’ stomach.’’ Spike 
paused, rubbed at the counter, and shook 
his head gently. ‘‘Big Henry was boss, 
an’ he lost his nerve. You should ’a’ 
seen him !’’ 

“Wish I had,” thought Bill, and 
spoke: ‘‘Didn’t strike me that he’d lost 
any, to amount to anythin’.’’ 

‘Th’ very fact that he went around 
killin’ folks that knowed about what 
he’d done shows that.” Spike paused, 
scowled, and went on with his polishing. 
““They was all more or less liquored up 
at th’ time—but there ain’t nothin’ in 
hell or heaven or in between that’ll ex- 
euse a thing like that; an’ Big Henry 
knowed it, him?’ 

‘‘So, whatever it was, Loco saw it?” 
asked Bill, a horrible picture in his m‘nd. 
For a moment he was back in Bulltown, 
listening to the awful ravings of a youth 
who had seen his wife murdered before 
his eyes. He knew what it was that Loco 
had seen. - 

‘Yeah, he saw it; an’ that’s what 
makes me dead shore that Loco was 
erazier than anybody thought,’’ said 
Spike. ‘If he hadn’t been loco he’d 
shore have opened fire on that bunch of 
Apaches.” He glanced quickly around, 
fearful of having been overheard. ‘‘Lis- 
ten here, Bill! I ain’t goin’ to say no 
more. It’s all over, an’ nothin’ can undo 
it; but I hope to heaven that every one 
of them pays for it, slow an’ 
terrible!’’ 


ILL was looking at the bartender 
shrewdly, and he leaned forward a 
little. 

“ Just one thing more, Spike,’’ he said. 
“Was Loco th’ ouly man erazy ?’’ 

“I heard there was a feller drove crazy 
then an’ there, an’ wandered out onto 
th’ desert. Young feller. Never been 
seen since.”’ 

Bill nodded, a picture in his mind: 
the picture of a pitiable youth stagger- 
ing into a saloon in Bulltown. 
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“A crazy man wouldn’t have much 
chance out on this desert,” he said. 
“Was he mounted ?”’ 

“No; afoot.” 

“No chance a-tall unless somebody 
found him an’ led him off,” Bill mut- 
tered. It must have been Loco who had 
acted as that guide. 

‘‘None whatever.” 

“Say, Spike, accordin’ to Big Henry, 
some prospectors built this town, an’ 
then abandoned it. Was Loco one of 
7em?”? 

‘‘Panhandle’s motionin’ ag’in,’’ said 
Spike, and then he closed his mouth and 
kept it closed. 

After a few unsuccessful efforts to get 
Spike to keep on talking, Bill turned 
away and joined his silent friend at the 
table. They had not been talking very 
long before Loco reappeared, and they 
watched him sidle toward the bar, where 
Spike gave him a cordial welcome and 
treated him to a drink. Loco was ask- 
ing questions in a voice so low that the 
words did not carry to the table; and 
Spike was answering them as softly. He 
appeared to be humoring the old pros- 
pector, but his expression was a worried 
one. 

Loco turned and left the bar. He 
started toward the door, stopped, took 
a step toward Bill and Panhandle, 
stopped again, rubbed his head and then, 
wheeling, strode toward the door with 
his peculiar sidling motion and became 
lost to sight outside. 

Bill looked from the door to the bar, 
saw Spike’s almost imperceptible jerk of 
the head, and replied to it by getting up 
and going to the counter. 

“A crazy man, afoot, wouldn’t have 
much chance out on th’ desert unless 
somebody found him an’ led him off’n 
it,” said Spike, his eyes boring into 
Bill’s. 

Bill recognized the almost word-for- 
word repetition of his own statement, 
made just a short time before. 

* ““Wasn’t that what I said?” asked 
Bill, curiously. 

‘Word for word, as near as I can re- 
member it,’ said Spike, grave and 
thoughtful. There was a hopeful, 
friendly look in his eyes. ‘‘Look here: 
who are you, an’ what do you know?”’ 

“I’m Bill; an’ I know less every day 
that passes.’’ 

“From what I just sifted out of Loeo’s 


ramblin’s, somebody was found out on 
th’ desert an’ led off’n it. Now, you 
look here, Bill: I ain’t takin’ no sides, 
a-tall. I’m what you call neuter. What 
I hear spoke, I plumb forget. Remember 
that, all of it, will you? An‘ if I don’t 
talk to you very mueh any more, don’t 
hold it ag’in me.’’ 

“I got a horrible thought, Spike: 
either I’m loco or you are; an’ I figger 
it’s you.”’ 

‘You must ’a’ been at th’ foot of th’ 
*rithmetie class all yore days!’’ coun- 
tered Spike. ‘‘Yo’re damn’ poor at 
figgerin’.’’ 

“What you mean?” 
curiously. 

“What do I mean?’’ repeated Spike, 
scornfully. ‘‘Here: I’ll show you what 
I mean!’’ He glanced at both doors in 
turn, and then leaned far across the 
counter, and his voice sunk to the barest 
trace of sound. ‘‘Open yore vest!’’ he 
whispered. 

Bill was looking at him as if he was 
out of his mind. 

**Open my vest?” 

“Yeah; open it!’’ 

‘What for? You loco, too?’’ 

‘Not now; but I may be later. I dare 
you to open it!”’ 

““You lose some jewels?’’ asked Bill, 
jeeringly. 

“By Gawd! I’ve figgered you, an’ 
I’ve figgered you right!’’ said the bar- 
tender, joy and hope again appearing in 
his eyes. ‘‘If I was a religious man I’d 
go down on my knees! Listen, Bill: 
this is no place for United States 
marshals!’’ 


asked Bill, 


ILL threw back his head and roared. 

He ripped open his vest and threw 
back both wings. He turned forward 
the lapels of his coat. Still laughing, he 
removed the contents of his pockets one 
by one, laid them on the counter and, 
still shaking with laughter, turned the 
pockets inside out. Then, having re- 
stored his pockets and his vest to their 
original condition, he leaned against the 
counter and leveled a big finger at the 
man behind it. 

“I shore agree with you, Spike,’’ he 
said, his laughter now a rumbling 
chuckle. ‘‘This ain’t no place for 
United States marshals, an’ if you see 
any of ’em headin’ in here, slip me an’ 
Panhandle th’ word as fast as Gawd will 
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let you. All we ask is a few hours’ 
start.”’ 


CHAPTER XIII 


WO days went by without any- 

thing of importance taking place. 

Loco had disappeared, much to 

Spike’s relief. Spike, himself, had 
held aloof from the strangers, and had 
nothing to do with them outside of his 
duties at the bar. 

The first night passed uneventfully, 
Bill and Panhandle playing poker in one 
corner of the room, with fairly successful 
results; Wyatt and Dave, playing at a 
table in the other end of the room, had 
become better acquainted with their 
poker adversaries; but neither pair took 
much interest in the other, and were 
never at any time in the same close group. 

The obvious reason for not mixing was 
not the important one. They could have 
become well enough acquainted in the 
ordinary course of events to fraternize 
freely and in such a manner as not to 
arouse suspicion that they had known 
one another before their advent into 
Hell’s Center, After two or three days 
spent in the same saloon this would have 
been natural enough. This, then, was 
not the real reason for their aloofness, 

Had they become friendly there would 
have been no innocent reason of exeuse 
for the two pairs to refuse to be found 
together in the same group. As things 
were, they did not find each other con- 
genial enough for mixing: and this 
meant that always the two pairs were 
separated by a considerable distance, 
cach pair able to see the other; each pair 
keeping a quict but efficient guard over 
the other. And it would not be long, 
now, before there would be a third pair 
to complete a triangle of watchfulness. 

The second night was eventful. There 
were sounds in the street, suggesting that 
a cavalcade of fair size had ridden into 
town and stopped before the Palmer 
House. Mysterious activities filled the 
night outside. The crowd inside the sa- 
loon was full of movement: men came 
and went coutimually, and when each 
man returned there would be a smile of 
satisfaction on his face. Something was 
taking place which seemed greatly to 
please every man concerned. Bill and 


Panhandle controlled their irritation at 
the constant interruption of the game, 
as man after man pocketed his chips, 
left, and returned to play again. Over 
in the other end of the room the same 
thing was taking place. And then, sud- 
denly, there were no more interruptions. 
The games settled down to the regular, 
quiet affairs; but at both tables bills of 
large denominations began to appear. 

A group of six men came into the 
room and lined up at the bar, laughing 
in rare good humor and talking loudly. 
One of them was Steve Smith, but the 
others were strangers to Bill and Pan- 
handle. During the play both Bill and 
his friend kept their ears open to the 
talk at the bar, and little by little the 
identities of the five neweomers were re- 
vealed. George White, Tom Walters, 
Paso Frank, Longhorn and Lefty: the 
first three names checking with those in 
their memorized list. The men had re- 
celebrating its successful outcome. The 
turned from some foray and were now 
sudden influx of new money was sus- 
picious in itself; but coupled with the 
return of these bandits it took on a 
greater suspicion which amounted, in 
Bill’s mind, to a certainty. Somewhere 
a bank had been robbed or a train held 


Ten o’clock eame and went, and more 
strange faces appeared in the room. 
There were consultations at the bar and 
in corners, low-voiced and somewhat fur- 
tive. Hilarity steadily climbed, and 
Spike was a very busy man. There was 
an argument in a corner, which sud- 
denly flared into high-pitehed words. 

“* . . split his share equal!’’ roared 
u coarse voice, ‘‘ Equal, I say!’’ 


TEVE SMITH raised a hand and 
pushed the man back, pushed rough- 
ly, with force. 

“Equal nothin’!’’ he snapped. his cold 
eyes glinting. ‘‘Th’ boss’s share goes to 
th’ boss, an’ I’m boss now!” 

“But you don’t git yore share an’ his, 
too!’’ retorted the coarse voice. ‘‘If you 
take Henry’s share, then yore old share 
gits split up between th’ rest of us! 
Hell! We did th’ work, didn’t we?” 

‘‘Shut yore mouth in here: there’s 
strangers present,’’ ordered Smith. ‘‘If 
you got anythin’ more to say, we’ll go 
outside an’ say it there. But you ain’t 
got nothin’ more to say. You hear me?’’ 


GUNMEN OF GLORY 49 


pa A Se 


“I only want my rights!’’ persisted 
the coarse voice, ‘‘If you’d been with us 
on th’ get-away, you’d shore figger I 
earned ’em!’’ He growled something 
about a bullet through his hat, and sub- 
sided. 

“Bullet through yore hat!’ jeered 
Tom Walters. ‘‘Jim got one through th’ 
shoulder, an’ he ain’t bellerin’ about any 
extra share.”’ 

“Jim’s a damn’ fool, then,’’ growled 
the other. 

The talk died down and went an in 
voices so low that the words did not 
earry. Bill and Panhandle took their 
cards and played them without emotion, 
apparently giving no attention to any- 
thing outside the game; Dave and Wyatt, 
at their own table, did the same thing; 
but both pairs watched each other with- 
out appearing to do so. The make-up of 
the room had changed, and turbulent 
spirits filled the place. 

Midnight came, and with it came an- 
other outside interruption and four more 
men, They strode in through the front 
door in single file. Two hard-faced 
strangers came first, and then the tired 
and serious faees of Johnny Nelson and 
Matt Skniner. Shouts of weleome met 
their entry, shouts of weleome for the 
first two; and curious, suspicious, and 
questioning glances for the second two. 
Tom Jones and Bill Nolan were old 
friends, returning from San Ignacio with 
pack-horse loads of good liquor and other 
supplies; their two companions were 
strangers and, therefore, not very wel- 
come. 

“Mostly rye, I hope, Tom1’’ called a 
man from a corner. 

“Brandy, Tom! Huh?’’ shouted an- 
other. ‘‘Did you git brandy?’’ 

Tom waved to both friends, a smile 
wreathing his face. 

tt Qot two loads of each,’’ he reassured 
them. ‘‘Got everythin’: mescal, gin, 
whisky, an’ brandy. You boys don't 
have to worry none. You can drink yore- 
selves blind, an’ stay blind.” 

He lined up with his three compan- 
ions, and after the liquid ceremonies 
were concluded faced the room and 
waved widely at the two strangers. 

‘‘Fellers, meet Matt an’ Johnny: two 
old hands of th’ trail. They beat a posse 
acrost th’ Rio Grande, an’ now they’re 
workin’ their way north ag’in. Two 
good boys.”’ 


“What do you know about ’em, aside 
from guessin’?’’ asked a voice in the 
crowd, a suspicious and trouble-making 
voice, 

‘‘Nothin’, you damn’ fool,’’ retorted 
Tom easily. “El Toro says they’re all 
right, an’ that’s good enough for me.’ 

‘An’ it’s good enough for you, 
friend,’’ drawled Matt, insolently, eying 
the objector. 

“Is that so?” 

“If it ain’t, I can make it so,’’ re- 
torted Matt. Pretending great irrita- 
tion, he shook off Tom’s restraining hand, 
and took a step forward. 

‘Any time any suspicious old woman 
like you don *t like my looks, you can step 
right up an’ change ‘em!’’ He sneered 

openly, swaying a little on his feet. “H 
yo’re lookin’ for trouble, I’ve got more’n 
you ean handle!’’ 

“Shut up!” said Johnny, grabbing 
him. ‘‘Liquor shore makes you loeo! 
Don’t pay no ’tention to him, friend,” 
he called, looking at the scowling ob- 
jector in the crowd. ‘‘Matt’s a good 
feller when he’s sober ; but Gawd help us 
all when he ain’t. Come on, Matt, be- 
have yoreself!’’ 

“Is that so?” sneered the objector. 
“ An’ who th’ hell are you?”’ 

“I’m Sittin’ Bull’s pet daughter, you 
— damn’ fool!” snapped Johnny. 
“ An’ I’m lookin’ for scalps!” 

“Ma-ha-ha!” roared Matt. ‘‘Liquor 
makes you worse’n me! I never been so 
damn’ drunk that I figgered I was a fe- 
male Injun! Ha-ha-ha!’’ 


” 


RIPPLE of laughter ran through 

the crowd, and the objector, grin- 
ning widely, arose to his feet and started 
for the bar. 

“Don’t you be afeared, Lopin’ Ante- 
lope: I ain’t aimin’ to kiss you!’’ he 
laughed. ‘‘All I want to do is to buy 
you a drink.” 

“TIl have one with you, friend; but 
Matt shore has had more’n he needs” 
replied Johnny. 

“You mind yore own business, an’ 
lemme mind my own!” snorted Matt, 
and he threw his arm around the shoul- 
der of the advancing man, and dragged 


him up against the counter. ‘‘Liquor 
don’t bother me a-tall,’’ he confided in 
a blurred, unsteady voice. ‘‘Us fellers 


has been lightenin’ one of them pack 
loads ever since we crossed th’ river, an’ 
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th’ damn’ ropes was more numerous ev- 
ery time we done ’em up ag’in. Between 
th’ mescal, an’ th’ brandy, an’ th’ whis- 
ky an’ th’ gin, I’m a little mite uncer- 
tain. Just a couple more drinks an’ I’m 
gain’ to bed.” He staggered, swayed 
gently, tried to sing and, looking around 
with a strange expression on his face, 
folded up like a jack knife, slipped to 
the floor, and passed out. No one but 
Johnny and himself knew that, as the 
pack train had moved across the desert 
in the darkness, they both had spilled 
their liquor on the thirsty sands. 

Bill Nolan and Tom Jones, being re- 
markably sober at the end of such a long, 
wet trip, apparently had done the same 
thing; but they were quite certain that 
the two strangers never could pick up 
that trail and follow it to Hell’s Center. 

"Liquor don’t bother him a-tall,’”’ 
jeered Johnny, lurching toward his pros- 
trate friend, and he, himself, almost col- 
lapsed. 

They helped Johnny, himself woefully 
in need of help, pick up the unconscious 
Matt, and the little group staggered out 
of the door and into the night. When 
Bill and Tom returned again, both Matt 
aud Johnny were missing, and they ex- 
plained this hilariously. 

“Matt was dead all th’ way,” yelled 
Tom; ‘‘an’ Johnny passed, an’ dropped 
into th’ discard ten feet from th’ door. 
They're shore goin’ to have a couple of 
record-breakin’ headaches when they 
come 10 in th’ mornin’, What’s happened 
since we been away?” 

And so it was that Johnny Nelson and 
his friend, Matt Skinner, came to Hell’s 
Center, to round out the full half-dozen 
and to take their share of the troubles 
which the future had in store for them. 
And so it was, also, that there was an- 
other pair of keenly watching men to 
occupy the third corner of a defensive 
triangle; a triangle which could pass 
from the defensive to the offensive with 
the speed of a striking snake. 


CHAPTER XIV 


HE sun had passed the meridian 
before Johnny and Matt emerged 
into the sight of men; and a more 


woebezone pair seidom had 
crossed the threshold of the Polirer 


House, While riding along the trail to- 
ward Hell's Center they had been as 
sparing with the liquor as they could be; 
but once in fown and with their four 
friends at hand, they deliberately had 
drank heavily with the thought in mind 
of being convincing; and this morning 
after was convincing enough. 

“Oh, my; oh, my!’’ sighed Matt, 
leaning against the counter, his pathetic 
face tarned beseechingly toward the bar- 
tender. ‘‘Hair of th’ dog,’’ he pleaded. 
“Oh, my; oh, my!’ 

“Which dog?’’ asked Spike, grinning. 

“Huh?” 

‘Which dog?’’ repeated Spike, the 
grin growing. ‘‘Brandy, whisky, gin, or 
mescal ?’’ 

‘Oh, Lordy !’’ sighed Matt, turning to 
his equally woebegone friend for inspira- 
tion, ‘*Which’L it be, Johnny ?’’ 

‘Don’t you ask me no questions,”’ 
growled that unfortunate person, closing 
his eyes for a moment. ‘‘Don’t make me 
think, Matt.’’ 

‘‘Then I reckon it oughta be a mon- 
grel,’’ suggested Spike, taking four bot- 
tles from the back bar in quick succes- 
sion. There was an eagerness in his 
movements which suggested the earnest 
experimentalist. ‘‘Just how it’s goin’ to 
work, I dunno,” he frankly confessed. 
He favored each bottle equally, and the 
two glasses which he shoved toward the 
outer edge of the counter seemed to have 
a fascination for him. ‘‘There: try that 
combination, ’’ he suggested, hopefully. 

“Try it yoreself!’’ said Matt with a 
show of indignation. 

‘Qo ahead!’’ urged Spike. “I wasn’t 
bit by no dog; but you was!” 

Matt lifted the glass, tasted it, made a 
wry face, and downed the dose. His eyes 
rolled and he shuddered. 

“Gawd! Tastes like moldy leather on 
fire!’’ 

‘*Th’ moldy leather part is mostly yore 
mouth, I reckon,” said the bartender, 
watching the other sufferer. ‘‘Try it, 
Johnny: go ahead!’’ he urged. 

Johnny sighed, obeyed, put the glass 
back on the bar, and wiped the tears 
from his eyes. 

“It don’t taste like nothin’ I ever 
tasted before,’’ he said; ‘‘but it shore is 
on fire. Listen, Spike, there wasn’t noth- 
in’ died recent in any of them bottles, 
was there??? 

A snicker from the room became the 
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focal point of three indignant pairs of 
eyes; but after brief and pugnacious 
serutiny of the abashed Dave, the eyes 
returned to the empty glasses. 

The night was half over when Steve 
Smith came in, followed by two men who 
were known as Lefty and Longhorn in- 
dividually ; and as the two L’s colleetive- 
ly. The three men headed straight for 
the table in the rear of the room where 
Bill and Panhandle were making a few 
honest dollars more or less dishonestly. 
With the appearance of these three men 
a singular thing happened. 

The three men who were playing with 
Bill and Panhandle, scooping up their 
subs regretted that they had to quit, 
and moved away from the table as the 
three newcomers neared it. The whole 
thing shouted that it was prearranged, 
and Bill and his friend smiled at cach 
other, Evidently the two L’s were poker 
experts. 

Smith waved his companions into two 
of the vacated chairs and took the third 
himself. 

“Told you fellers we was goin’ to find 
out just what kinda poker players you 
are,” he said, grinning at the two gam- 
blers. ‘‘Meet Lefty an’ Longhorn, collar- 
an’-elbow poker champecns; boys, meet 
Bill an’ Panhandle.’’ He smiled again 
at the two gamblers. ‘‘You fellers shore 
are goin’ to have some tough sleddin’ 
purty soon. Us three have got most of 
th’ money in th’ world; an’ here’s a 
sample,’’ he said, placing a roll of new, 
crisp yellowbacks on the table at his el- 
bow. Not a bill was ercased or soiled. 
His two companions duplicated the 
movement, and grinned. 


ILL showed an expressionless face to 

the newcomers while he dug down 
into his pockets. Panhandle was going 
through the same movements, and in a 
moment the table looked as if it had 
broken away from ə mint and drifted 
out here on the desert. 

At the other end of the room a stud 
game was making fast going for Dave 
and Wyatt; while midway between the 
two tables, Matt and Johnny were decp 
in the planning of some villainy with 
Jones and Nolan. The room hummed 
with conversation, punctuated by the 
elick of chips or the ring of gold and 
silver coins. Spike and his assistant were 
still working hard, and tobacco smoke 


lay like a fog over the room, here and 
there its points of deeper density being 
located by coughs. 

t“. . five better,” said Panhndle, 
raising his eyebrows and the pot at the 
same time, 

No one notieed Loco sidle into the 
room and head for the bar; no one but 
Spike, and he welcomed the unfortunate 
by reaching behind him for four bottles 
on the back bar. 

‘*Hither you helped or you didn’t,” 
said Lefty, expressing a poker axiom. 
‘Th’ last time, you didn’t. I’ll see,’’ he 
said, and then swore and tossed his cards 
on the table. ‘‘An’ Steve asked us to 
help him trim a couple of suckers! My 
Gawd!” 

“I didn’t hear you refusel’’ retorted 
Smith, pieking up the cards. 

“You wait till you ask me ag’in, an’ 
you will,’’ replied Lefty. ‘‘You’ll hear 
me then, loud an’ plain.” He pushed 
back from the table, tightly gripping the 
lone bill remaining of the roll he had 
brought into the game. ‘‘I’m goin’ up 
an’ play stud with th’ yearlin’s; an’ as 
a matter of fact, weaners would suit me 
better. ”? 

“ Why, Lefty : you can play stud right 
here, if th’ others are willin’,” offered 
Panhandle with great affability. 

“Shore,” said Bill, grinning. ‘‘Go 
borrow some money an’ come right 
back.’’ 

‘You all go to bhel,” said Lefty 
“*Didn’t I say I was lookin’ for nothin’ 
stronger than yearlin’s? Come on, Long- 
horn: let’s git out of this while we’ve got 
our shirts left.’’ 

Steve Smith leaned back, watching his 
two friends weave through the crowd. He 
was chuckling. His own roll was about 
the same as it had been when he entered 
the game. 

‘When it comes to makin’ a livin’ at 
this game, I reckon you two boys can 
manage to struggle along,’’ he said, with 
a chuckle. ‘‘But I ain’t so pore, my- 
self,’’ he boasted, indicating his own roll. 

Panhandle had been swiftly shuffling 
the cards, and now he pushed the deck 
out into the center of the table and slid 
a large roll of bills beside it. He waved 
his hand at the layout. 

‘There you are,” he said, cheerily. 
‘*There’s four thousan’ even in that roll. 
Cover it, an’ I'll cut you once for th’ 
pile. High wins?” 
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“Somebody—I think it was Big 
Henry—called you a tin-horn,’’ said 
Smith with a smile. ‘‘I allus said he was 
a damn’ fool. You keep yore money, 
Panhandle: you'll mebby need it.’’ 

‘‘Gawd A’mighty!’* came a sudden 
yell from the bar, and startled cyes 
looked up to see Loco hopping up and 
down like the crazy man he was. The 
old man, stimulated by several of Spike’s 
new concoctions, had lost what raveling 
of sense he had, and with it went all in- 
stinct for self-preservation. He looked 
wildly around, saw Steve Smith, and 
started toward that person on a sidling 
lope, yelling at the top of his lungs. 
Spike’s frantie lunge carried him across 
the bar and he fell to the floor on the 
other side. 

‘Killed her, he did!’’ he shrilled in a 
crackling falsetto. ‘‘Killed her, he did! 
Killed her with his gun, like th’ others 
did! Killed—”’ 

Smith leaped to his feet, his face like a 
thundercloud, his hand streaking down- 
ward. The gun was free from the hol- 
ster when Bill’s hand gripped it and 
twisted it back and to one side. 


HE roar was deafening and for a mo- 

ment the smoke hid the weapon. Steve 
and Bill were struggling desperately. 
The struggle ceased suddenly and Bill 
stepped back, the gun in his right hand. 
He was shaking his head reprovingly and 
talking earnestly in a low voice. Smith 
stood poised on the balls of his feet, trem- 
bling with rage. The crowd stood 
breathless, not a man moving. 

‘Bad luck, I tell you!’’ came Bill’s 
soft voice. ‘‘It’s bad luck to shoot a 
crazy man, Steve! Let th’ pore old lo- 
coed cuss alone. He don’t mean nothin’, 
not nothin’ a-tall. Here, sit down, Steve; 
sit down, an’ calm down.”’ 

‘You gimme my gun!’’ whispered 
Smith, his eyes blazing. 

‘‘Shore, Steve; Z don’t want it,” re- 
plied Bill. ‘‘ Here, take it an ` slip it back 
into th’ holster. Loco didn’t mean no 
harm.” 

Smith took the extended weapon by the 
muzzle, as it was presented to him. His 
finger slid into the trigger guard, and 
suddenly the gun spun into a roll; but 
as it did so, Bill ’s hand, gambling with 
death, moved like a flash and struck the 
moving handle. There came a heavy ex- 
plosion, and the bullet intended for Bill 


as the muzzle swung around, being fired 
prematurely while the weapon was point- 
ing the wrong way, ranged up under 
Smith’s short ribs and dropped him like 
the stroke of an axe. 

“‘There, by Gawd!” said Bill sorrow- 
fully, looking around at the strained 
faces. ‘‘I was afraid one of us would get 
hurt. He was rollin* her an’ when I tried 
to grab it my hand struck th’ butt. If 
I could ’a’ got a good hold on it—oh, 
well: it’s done!’ 

“If you hadn't stopped it, yon would 
‘a’ got it in th’ same place,’’ came a 
growl, a grudged admission from the 
middle of the side wall, where Matt Skin- 
ner stood on spread feet, with both of 
his hands hooked by their thumbs to the 
gun belts. It was common knowledge 
by now that Matt had no love for Bill or 
Panhandle; and this admission, reluct- 
antly coming from a hostile source, had 
more weight, in consequence, than it 
otherwise might have claimed. Without 
a doubt, thought Matt, surging inwardly 
with a fierce joy, this old redhead had no 
peer along the whole frontier. 

Dave Saunders raised his voice. 

‘Yeah, he’d ’a’ got it in th’ same 
place; but if he’d kept his hand off th’ 
damn’ gun in th’ first place—still. no- 
body oughta shoot a locoed man. Well, 
it shore was fair enongh, I reckon.” 

Tom Walters, who stood next in line 
for the dead man’s job of boss, and the 
dead man’s greater share of booty be- 
cause of the office, nodded his head and 
stepped forward from the crowd. His 
quick glance at the frightened and scem- 
ingly paralyzed Loco was full of hatred, 
but he tried to mask it. This time Loco 
had worked to the advantage of Walters; 
but he would kill the old fool at the first 
good opportunity. 

**T don’t know that you shoulda inter- 
fered, Bill,” said Walters; ‘‘but you did, 
an’ it’s all done now. I’m boss of this 
outfit, an’ I’m tellin’ you plain that you 
don’t never want to cut into any play 


that Z make. That’s good advice; an’ 
it’s a warnin’. Don't you never cut in 
a-tall!’’ 


Walters turned, waved a hand at the 
body, aud indicated three men. They 
stepped forward to do their work as 
Walters’ voice rang out in an invitation 
for everybody to drink to the new boss. 

Loco, bewildered, frightened back to 
somewhere near sobriety, inched forward 
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toward the frowning and disheartened 
BilL The old man crept along the edge 
of the table, peered for an instant into 
the seamed face of the gambler, let his 
hand rest lightly for a moment on the 
broad, sloping shoulder and then, wheel- 
ing in sudden panic, the old prospector 
dashed away like a frightened bird. 

Bill looked after him with kindly eyes, 
watching until the old man had slipped 
through the door to safety; and then, his 
glance roving over the crowd at the bar, 
for one instant rested on Spike’s bruised 
but complacent face, 


PIKE seemed to be very well satis- 

fied about something; as, indeed, he 
was. Bill, by saving the old man’s life, 
had made a staunch friend. 

This was one of the times when an- 
other friend might not come in amiss; 
he had, personally, aecounted for his 
share of the men on the list, not to men- 
tion two incidental scoundrels, in an 
even break. It might be well, now, if he 
sat back awhile to keep suspicion from 
raising its ugly head; to sit back and 
let some of the others take a more active 
part in the game. He was becoming a 
very prominent citizen of Hell’s Center. 


CHAPTER XV 


nomenon. Apparently it obeys no 

law, yet it covers about every phase 

of human activity; and while it 
cannot be justified by any rational argu- 
ment, in itself being irrational, it cannot 
be seriously discredited by reason in the 
minds of those who are under its sway. 
Highly intelligent men, with trained 
minds and great knowledge, yield to its 
influence while denying its powers. 

If superstition can so grip intelligent 
men, how then are we to measure its grip 
on mediocre and untrained minds, cap- 
able only of interpreting the obvious in 
the obvious, unthinking way? IIow are 
we to measure the power of its grip on 
men like Tom Walters and some of his 
companions? Big Henry, who feared 
neither man nor devil, was held in terror 
by it, and others of his band were 
strongly under its influence. One of 
these men, who now held the scepter once 


G renenens App is a strange phe- 


belonging to Big Henry, was Tom Wal- 
ters, and he was soon to show it. 

Bill’s determination to step out of the 
action for awhile did not necd any effort 
on his part to put the determination into 
effect. The action moved away from him, 
and for a time obscured his prominence, 
to his grateful relief. 

It was taken from him by two younger 
men, both grown up, but neither of them 
so far along in years as to have severed 
themselves from the exuberant deviltry 
of youth. Both Johnny Nelson and Matt 
Skinner were married and had reached 
the age of top physieal powers, which 
would indicate that they were well under 
thirty. In them both ran a strong cur- 
rent of mischievous deviltry, masked and 
held in restraint for the past few years 
by their environment and their responsi- 
bilities; but the current, although sub- 
merged and covered over, still ran 
strong ; indeed, it ran stronger than even 
they suspected, and it seemed to have 
acquired additional power by its very re- 
pression, 

They well knew the grisly story con- 
cerning the adobe hut over in the bot- 
toms. They had learned the revolting 
details in the hotel back in Bulltown, and 
their daily associations with two mem- 
bers of this gang had put the stamp of 
certainty on the story. It now was an 
established faet. They also had sensed 
and fully realized the superstitious fear 
which gripped Tom Walters and some of 
his closest friends. For a while this 
knowledge lay dormant in the minds of 
both and aroused only contemptuous in- 
terest ; it lay dormant until one forenoon, 
when they wandered into the general 
store to lay in a supply of their favorite 
brand of tobacco. Their purehases made 
and sampled, they leaned lazily against 
the worn counter, idly swapping gossip 
with the proprietor, their eyes roving 
carelessly about the store. 

“They shore are a godsend to desert 
hombres,’’ said Matt, speaking of canned 
tomatoes. The proprietor was engaged 
in opening a case, and had casually men- 
tioned that he sold more canned toma- 
tocs than any other one vegetable in his 
stock. 

“Yeah,’’ agreed Johnny, his restless 
glance passing and then returning to 
settle upon a soldering iron hanging 
from two nails driven close together in 
an upright supporting shelves on each 
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side of it. 

‘‘Ain’t nothin’ better for thirst, I 
reekon,’’ agreed the proprietor. 

“Yeah,” said Johnny, his thoughts 
eentering upon and revolving around 
that soldering iron. He was regarding 
it curiously and became aware of other 
things close by it. Yes, that was right. 
Then his thoughts, beeoming reminiscent 
ran back swiftly in time, and brought a 
smile to his face; and then his expression 
ehanged abruptly as an idea exploded in 
his mind. He wiped off the grin and 
backed along the counter. Catcliing 
Matt’s placid eye, he motioned swiftly 
and signifieantly, and found that Matt 
was as quick in his mind as he was with 
his hands. 

“‘ Here, old-timer,” said Matt, moving 
toward the crate and pleasantly shoving 
the proprietor along one side of it until 
that person’s baek was turned to Johnny. 
“What’s th’ use of liftin’ out them eans 
an’ totin’ ’em a couple at a time? Grab 
hold of yore end an’ we’ll lift th’ whole 
ease an’ put it where you want it.” 

‘‘ But,” expostulated the proprietor, 
hurriedly getting his feet out of the way, 
“but I don’t want th’ hull erate—hey! 
What you want to spill ’em for?’’ he de- 
manded with some asperity, reaching 
hastily for a rolling ean. ‘‘ 
it! Z don’t want th’ erate on th’ shelves! 
Who asked you to horn in like this? Now 
look at ’em!’’ 


‘*(NHUCKS!’’ growled Matt econtritely, 

herding two of the eans with his 
feet. ‘‘Seems like I’m allus blunderin’. 
Oh, well; they won’t bust, an’ they won’t 
leak, Here! Lemme help you,’’ and he 
hastily began to piek up the eans, his 
elbow knocking three from the crook of 
the proprietor’s arm. ‘‘Now, ain't I 
elumsy ?”’ 

‘‘ Clumsy !’’ snorted the red-faeed pro- 
prietor with deep feeling. ‘‘Clumsy! If 
you had as many feet as a eow, this shore 
would be a hopeless job. I didn’t ask 
you for no help in th’ first plaee, did I? 
You get th’ hell outa here, an’ let ’em 
alone!”’ 

“Well, you don’t have to go on th’ 
prod!’’ expostulated Matt. “ʻI only 
wanted to help you.” 

Johnny, his hands now thrust deep 
into his side coat pockets, leaned against 
the eounter and laughed. He earelessly 
flipped his half-burned cigarette through 


the air, and it landed in a nail keg. 

The proprietor, having followed the 
eurving missile with his eyes, turned 
abruptly and glared at the thrower. 

‘You see where that lit?” he de- 
manded with frank roughness. ‘‘ What 
th’ hell—”’ 

‘Qosh, yes!” admitted Johnny, con- 
tritely, as he stepped swiftly forward to 
retrieve it. ‘‘But I don’t reckon it’ll set 
no nails on fire,’’ he growled, plunging 
his hand into the keg, as Matt knocked 
over a pile of tomato eans. 

“No! But it might ’a’ set fire to th’ 
keg, you jaekass!’’ retorted the proprie- 
tor, turning quickly at the sound of the 
falling cans. 

Johnny dropped the butt on the floor, 
ground it with a heel, and looked at his 
friend. He was hurt and indignant. 

‘‘Come on, Matt: let’s get outa here 
till th’ old man sweetens up, or before 
you upset everythin’ in th’ plaee.’’ 

“Aw,” growled Matt, slowly follow- 
ing his eompanion, ‘‘I didn’t mean to up- 
set th’ erate; anyhow, J don’t go ’round 
throwin’ lighted cigarette butts into kegs 
an’ things.’’ 

“Hell you don't!” retorted Johnny 
pugnaciously, stepping through the door. 

“No, I don’t!’ rejoined Matt, shortly. 
He paused. ‘‘Naw where we goin’?”’ 

Baek in the store a growling voice an- 
swered that question by suggesting a 
place whieh rhymed with any word end- 
ing in e double J, and offered further ad- 
viee freely. 

‘“What was all th’ ruckus about, any- 
how?’ asked Matt when the store was 
safely behind them, 

Johnny moved a hand out of a poeket, 
spreading the reeeptacle wide open for 
his eompanion’s inspection. 

Matt bent over, looked into the pocket, 
and glaneed up euriously, thinking hard 
and fast. 

“Well, what’s that for?’’ he asked. 

“Look in th’ other one,” suggested 
Johnny, swinging part way around and 
obligingly spreading open the other 
pocket. 

Matt obeyed, studied the eontents of 
the pocket for a moment, straightened 
up, and fell into step. 

“I was born dumb,” he confessed, 
scratching his head. 

“ An’ never got over it, huh?” 

‘‘Reckon not,” sighed Matt. He 
checked off the items on his fingers, and 
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then looked up suddenly, a broad smile 
on his face. ‘‘Yeah?’’ he inquired with 
a rising infleetion. ‘‘I’m gettin’ th’ 
drift!’’ 

“Yeah,’’ replied Jolinny, grinning. 

“By Gawd!’’ said Matt. He scratched 
his head again, cogitating. ‘*To-night?”’ 
he asked, hopefully. 

“Yeah; to-night.” 

‘‘Think it'll work?” asked Matt. 

“ Worth tryin’, anyhow,” said Johnny. 
“What you think?’ 

“‘Gawd, yes! I beteha—I betcha it 
will!’’ 

They walked on another dozen steps, 
and then Matt slowed, looking at his 
companion iuquiringly. 

“Listen, Johnny: this oughta be well 
talked over—we don’t want to blunder.’’ 
Again he seratched his head and burst 
into laughter, and then sobered as his 
mind raced frantically over several 
choices of operation. ‘‘Hey! How ’bout 
Loeo?’’ 

‘““Mebby; later, mebby,’’ answered 
Johnny. ‘‘ We still got somethin’ else to 
get, an’ we oughta get a big one. What 
you think ?’’ 

‘Yeah! An’ I saw one yesterday—a 
whopper! Man, oh, man! Mell will 
mebby pop to-night!” 

“It won’t be no place, mebby, for any 
flapped holsters, or bunglin’ draws,’’ re- 
plied Johnny, chuekling. 


os O! They shore want to be wide 

open an’ plumb loose!’’ said Matt, 
by a distinet effort of will keeping his 
face straight. ‘‘Th’ pore damn’ fools: 
growed men actin’ like a lot of babies! 
You ever take any stock in that kinda 
stuft” 

“None whatever: but I’ve shore 
knowed plenty that did,’’ chuekled 
Johnny. ‘‘Take th’ number thirteen, 
now—but, shucks: what’s the use?’’ 

“We'll mebby find out th’ use,’’ re- 
plied Matt, heading for the Palmer 
House with his companion close beside 
him. 

Spike looked up, and the infeetion of 
their grins brought one to his own face. 

“Whats so funny?” he inquired 
hopefully. 

“You,” said Matt, letting his gaze 
drift slowly around the room. 

‘‘Thanks,’’ grunted Spike. 

Bill and Panhandle sat at their own 
table, minding their own business. They 


were perfunctorily playing California 
Jack. Wyatt and Dave were not in 
sight. 

‘Loosen up,” said Spike. ‘‘What’s 
so funny ?’’ 

“You,” repeated Matt, laughing 
softly. 

“ Me, huh?’’ asked the bartender, hold- 
ing the var cloth aloft in momentary in- 
deeision. He glanced at the card players 
and then at the neweomers. ‘‘Why 
don’t you four fellers get sociable?’’ he 
demanded, his gaze again shifting to the 
players. ‘‘There’s two fellers over there 
that can win th’ buttons off yore shirts, 
an’ they’re right good fellers, too.” He 
raised his voiee. ‘‘Hey, Bill: what you 
playin’ t”? 

‘ Californy Jaek, if it’s any of yore 
business,’’ replied Bill, smiling. ‘‘Me 
an’ Panhandle can liek any two fellers 
on earth at this game. ”? 

“Hear that ?’’ asked Spike of the new- 
comers. He grinned provoeatively. ‘‘Of 
course, if yo’re savin’ up yore money, 
you two better let that game alone; but 
if it was me—’’ He finished the sentence 
with a laugh. 

“Tf it was you, you’d sew up yore 
pockets!’’ snorted Matt. 

‘‘Mebby you don’t have to sew up 
yourn!”’ 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah!” 

‘You eappin’ for th’ game?” asked 
Matt. 

“What you mean?’’ demanded Spike. 
He let the cloth flutter down, eaught it 
with his left hand as it struck the coun- 
ter, lifted it swiftly, and sent his right 
hand whizzing under it. ‘‘There,’’ he 
grunted. ‘‘That’s th’ old one-two 
punch.” 

Johnny leaned over the counter, 
reached out his left hand and gently 
turned Spike’s jaw a little to one side. 

“Hold her right there, Spike,” he 
said, ‘‘until I show you th’ best straight 
right that ever came up outa Texas.’’ 

“AN right: let her go!’’ said Spike. 

Johnny struck lightly but swiftly, and 
found his wrist grazing the bartender’s 
neck. 

“Roll, Jordan, roll!’’ chuckled the ex- 
pugilist. ‘‘Roll away from trouble. 
You want to wait, an’ ketch me when 
I’m asleep. That head roii was only half 
of it, Johnny: th’ other half goes some- 
thin’ like this!’ But Johnny had 
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stepped back and was pointing a thumb 
at Matt. 

‘Show him th’ other half, Spike: I 
allus like to share, share an’ share alike, 
with my parduner.’’ 

‘Two bits a game,” jeered Spike, 
again looking at the card table. ‘‘Two 
bits a game! An’ if I ever heard a chal- 
lenge, that was one!”’ 

The two friends looked at the card 
players, read the derisive grins, ex- 
changed glances, and moved slowly 
toward the table. 

‘‘Cinch up, you fellers,’’ said Johnny ; 
‘fan’ cinch tight”? 

‘We mostly ride her bare-back,’’ re- 
torted Bill. ‘‘We won’t need no saddle 
to-day, it’s that easy.” 

Panhandle smeared the cards in the 
center of the table. 

“Play partners?’’ he asked. 

Jolnny’s eyes flicked, 

‘Yeah: me an’ you ag’in th’ other 
two,” he suggested. 


tad 


PIKE was surprised into a guffaw of 
AJ laughter at this canny splitting up 
of partners. 

‘Damn’ if that ain’t what I call usin’ 
yore head!’’ he cried approvingly. ‘‘Th’ 
winnin’ combination now bein’ busted, 
I'll lay even money either way.” 

‘Two bits a corner,” said Bill, ignor- 
ing the delighted bartender. ‘‘How you 
boys like this here town?” 

“I said I’d lay two bits on either pair 
bein’ winners,’’ repeated Spike, loudly. 

“All right; let yore right hand bet 
ag’in yore left,’’ retorted Matt, thumb- 
ing his nose at the counter man. 

‘““Why, this town ain’t so bad,” said 
Johnny, replying to Bill’s question. 
“I’m gettin’ so I kinda like it.” 

“‘Gawd help him!’’ muttered Spike. 
He had been moving restlessly, and now 
he tossed the bar cloth on the rear shelf 
and looked at the four card players. 
“I’m goin’ out for four, five minutes: 
take charge of things, will you, Bil?” 

“‘Here’s where our liquor don’t cost 
us nothin’,’’ said Matt, chuckling. “PI 
take four whiskies on th’ house, Bill.” 

Bill laughed and reached for the cards. 

‘*Who’s dealin’?’’ he asked. 

Spike hurried out through the back 
door, and he no sooner was through it 
before Johnny leaned swiftly across the 
table and spoke softly to Bill and Pan- 
handle. They listened closely to what he 


had to say, smiled until the safety of 
their ears was threatened, and agreed 
that his contemplated play might be a 
good one. 

“You ain’t never goin’ to grow up, 
are you, Kid?” asked Bill, happily. He 
studied the keen, eager face and chuckled. 

Panhandle smiled and let his hand 
touch Johnny’s arm for an instant. 

“Don’t you grow up till you have to, 
Kid,” he said. ‘‘Yore play may fizzle 
out, or it may start hell a-poppin’. Go 
through with it, anyhow. Th’ rest of us 
will be all ready to handle whatever 
trouble busts loose.’’ 

‘Not meanin’ that yo’re goin’ to hog 
it?’’ asked Matt suspiciously. 

‘*Meanin’ only that th’ rest of us will 
handle any trouble that gets too big for 
you an’ Johnny to take eare of,” hastily 
said Bill. 

“You want to remember that there’ll 
be twenty to thirty men in this room,”’ 
said Panhandle, his eyes on the rear 
door, ‘‘Ssh! Here he comes!’’ 

Spike bustled in through the door, 
looking comfortable even if his face was 
streaming with perspiration. 

“Lord, but it’s hot out there,’’ he 
growled, mopping vigorously. 

“ Ain’t no place on earth no hotter,’’ 
replied Panhandle, thoughtlessly, his 
mind on the game. 

Dave and Wyatt wandered into the 
room, shied their hats through the air 
toward their own table, and slowly fol- 
lowed them. The hours dragged slowly 
past and finally the game broke up, the 
players pushing back from the table. 
Johnny stood up, stretched, and turned 
to his particular friend. 

‘*Goin’ to take a ride, Matt,’’ he said. 
“You comin’?”’ 

Matt caught the negative inflection in 
his voice and shook his head. 

“I’m too cussed lazy,’’ he said. 

“Td rather have company,” Johnny 
persisted, pausing on his way to the door. 


AVE SAUNDERS caught the facial 
expression, read it rightly, and 
stretched prodigiously. 
“ Ain’t such a bad idear, after all.” 
he said, yawning. ‘‘ Where you goin’?”’ 
“I don’t know: any place,’’ answered 
Johnny, reluctantly. He did not seem 
to be overly pleased by the idea of riding 
with Dave. 
“*Come on, Wyatt,” said Dave. ‘It’ 
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wake you up, an’ be good for th’ hosses. 
They ain’t had no exercise since we come 
here.’’ 

“I don’t want to wake up, an’ to hell 
with th’ hosses,’’ retorted Wyatt. 

‘All right,’’ sighed Dave, slowly ris- 
ing. He followed Johnny out into the 
street, and a few minutes later they rode 
past the door, bound south. 

Johnny was riding erratically, and 
Dave raised his eyebrows inquiringly. 

“ Why th’ zig-zaggin’?”’ 

‘Lookin’ for somethin’, Dave. Ah, 
there’s one!”’ 

‘Yeah?’ asked Dave, looking around 
searchingly. ‘‘One what?’’ 

“That red one, over there: I don’t 
want to point.” 

Dave scrutinized the object and then 
turned a solemn and curious face to his 
companion. 

“Shore; but what good is it?” he 
asked. 

“T'I, tell you that as we go along,” 
answered Johnny, kneeing his horse. 

“Why don’t you take it, if you want 
it so bad?’’ 

“Not now. I just want to locate it. 
T'I get it after dark.” 

Dave scratched his head and wondered. 
He glanced out of the corner of his eyes 
at his companion. 

‘Well, I reckon mebby you know what 
it’s all about,’’ he said, pushing up to 
the side of his friend. ‘‘ You old Bar-20 
fellers allus had that reputation, any- 
how: but I’m damned if I can see what 
yo’re drivin’ at.” 

Johnny explained the matter as the 
horses moved slowly along the desert 
trail, and Dave’s expression slowly 
changed from doubt to grudging agree- 
ment. He was frankly grinning when 
Johnny finished. 

“Well,” he said, with a pleasant 
drawl, ‘‘we ain’t been none troubled by 
monotonousness so far; but if we was, I 
reckon mebby this idear of yourn would 
bust it up.” He thought for a moment. 
“uh! If it don’t work there’s no harm 
done: a joke is a joke; an’ if it does, 
there’ll mebby be excitement enough for 
’most anybody.” He finished by chuck- 
ling softly. 

“Bill an’ Panhandle know all about 
it,” said Johnny. ‘‘You tell Wyatt 
what’s up. When she busts we all want 
to be waitin’ an’ ready.” 

“I’m admittin’ that without no kind 


of reservations,’’ said Dave. 

It was supper time when they re- 
turned, put up their horses and parted, 
Johnny to return to Matt, and Dave to 
hunt up his friend and tell him the news. 
Spike was seated in a chair tipped back 
against the end of the bar, and almost 
asleep; Matt was playing solitaire with- 
out any particular interest. He looked 
up at the sound in the doorway, grunted, 
arose, and loafed forward. 

“Time to eat?’’ he asked. 

‘Yeah, come on,” answered Johnny. 

Matt threw his big hat in the bar- 
tender’s face, chuckled at that person’s 
abrupt movements, and backed off 
swiftly. 

““C’am yoreself, Spike; c'am yoreself! 
All we want is an appertizer for supper.”’ 

‘‘ Speak for yoreself,’’ grunted Johnny 
shortly. ‘‘I’ve had mine, in th’ saddle. 
If you’d move around a little you 
wouldn’t need no drink to egg on yore 
appetite.” 

i Well,” observed Spike, ‘‘if he don’t 
pour no more into th’ glass than he 
usually does, it won’t do him much good. 
Damn it, all you fellers are like that! 
None of you do much more than cover th’ 
bottom.’’ 

‘‘That’s more profit for th’ house,’’ 
said Matt, smiling. ‘‘Just for that I 
don’t want no appertizer.’’ He grabbed 
his hat off the floor and swung around 
to follow his friend. ‘‘Go ahead, 
Johnny.” 


CHAPTER XVI 


OBACCO smoke swirled and ed- 
| died with the movements of the 
crowd among the tables and along 
the bar. The light from the hang- 
ing and wall lamps streamed out through 
windows and doors and made bright yel- 
low rectangles on the sands outside. The 
tie-rails were lined with saddle horses, 
and the rest of the buildings in town 
were totally eclipsed by the effulgence of 
the Palmer House. Most of the men in 
the big barroom lived within the limits 
of the town, vet it appeared from the 
number of saddled horses that they pre- 
ferred to ride even the short distances 
which lay between their various domi- 
ciles and the rendezvous of the idle. 
It still must have lacked an hour be- 
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fore midnight when a furtive coun- 
tenance showed itself grudgingly and 
fearfully against one side of the rear 
door frame, shrinking from the sight of 
the many men in the room. Patiently 
its owner stood there, just outside the 
door, wistfully wishing. He moved his 
lean, rat-like face back and forth as cau- 
tion dictated, until the busy bartender 
was favored by a brief lull in trade. 
Spike was unusually busy, as his assist- 
ant had left town on a persona! mission. 
Reaching for the bar cloth, Spike caught 
sight of the lean face in the spilled light 
through the door, and made a surrep- 
titious, warning gesture with one hand. 
The face drew back hastily out of sight. 

The bartender filled a glass with liquor, 
holding both bottle and glass beneath 
the eounter. He wiped the bar again, 
tossed the cloth on to the back bar, 
cupped the glass in his generous hand 
and sauntered toward the door. Looking 
out and up at the sky, he slyly reached a 
hand out into the night, and after a mo- 
ment brought it back again. Slipping 
the empty glass into a pocket, he covered 
the bulge of the cloth by an arm, and 
wandered back to his place of duty, where 
he almost stepped on a cigar which had 
spilled from the broken humidor and 
rolled partly underneath the counter; 
but he did not see the cigar. Sliding the 
glass from his pocket to the shelf under 
the bar, he glanced up innocently and 
saw a man heading toward him, thread- 
ing his way deviously among the chairs 
and tables. It was Johnny. 

“Sleepy,” somewhat guiltily acknowl- 
edged the young man. His grin was 
ic. ‘‘I reckon it was that ride 


the unfortunate human just outside the 
rear door. ‘‘Mebby,’’ he repeated, giv- 
ing more attention to what went on about 
him. 

“Was that Loco?” asked Johnny in a 
low voice as he indicated the back door 
by a barely perceptible movement of his 
head. 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Spike uncomfort- 
ably. ‘‘] told him to stay out of here 
nights.’” 

Johnny nodded understandingly. 

‘‘ Good idear, although mebby it ain’t 
so necessary now. Gimme a rye whiskey 
an’ I'll turn in.” He swung around and 
glanced over the room. ‘‘Seems like 


there’s a bigger crowd here than there 
was last night.” 

“Yeah; all th’ boys are in town now. 
Good thing, too: money was gittin’ tight 
ag’in.’’ 

“Al here, huh?” 

‘Well, all but a couple; an’ why they 
ain’t back, I dunno. They left a couple 
of days before you came in.”’ 


AVE SAUNDERS, catching the 
words during a brief let-up in the 
general noise, flashed a look at his friend, 
Wyatt, and thought that they might be 
able to explain the continued absence of 
those two missing men. 

“So money was gettin’ tight, huh?” 
pleasantly inquired Johnny. 

“Yeah i 

“But now it’s th’ spenders that are 
gettin’ tight.” 

Spike smiled at this neat turn of 
phrase, and nodded. 

“Did anybody get hurt, this time?” 
asked Johnny carclessly. 

Spike looked him squarely in the eye. 

‘What do you mean ?’’ he demanded. 

‘‘Nothin’.’’ 

‘‘Nothin’ is th’ best thing to mean, at 
a time like this,” warned Spike. He 
cogitated for a moment. ‘‘Some of these 
fellers don’t know nothin’ about you, an’ 
there are times when they get right 
touchy.” 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Johnny. He 
raised the glass, looked at the scant drink, 
and downed it quickly. As he put the 
glass down on the bar he sensed a quick 
movement at the rear door and glanced 
around just in time to see Loco dash 
across the few intervening feet of floor 
and disappear bchind the counter. Be- 
fore the unfortunate old man could grasp 
the cigar and get away, Spike grabbed 
him by the collar and shoved him down 
behind the counter. 

“He made it by good luck,” whis- 
pered Johnny. ‘‘Better keep him where 
he is. Luck like that don’t repeat itself 
twice runnin’.’’ 

Spike’s reply was unprintable, but he 
kneed the hidden man farther under the 
bar and nodded his wholehearted agree- 
ment. He clumsily dropped the bar cloth 
and bent down to retrieve it, and in that 
brief moment his whispered warning was 
stern enough to be heeded. Standing 
erect again, he whipped the cloth through 
the air to free it from sand and dirt, and 
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revealed a countenance placid and free 
from guile. 

““Yo’re a good one, Spike,’ chuckled 
Johnny. ‘‘Good-night an’ good Inck.”’ 

Spike replied pleasantly and watched 
the departing customer, and then looked 
toward the first poker table in answer 
to his name, nodded at the upheld fingers 
and reached for bottles and glasses. 

“Three Jacks,” said Matt, laying 
down his hand. He scooped in the chips, 
looked up swiftly, grinned at Spike, and 
took the glass offered him. ‘‘They can 
bust Johnny, Spike; but they can’t bust 
me,” he exulted. ‘‘Where’d he go, any- 
how?” he asked, his gaze flitting around 
the room. 

“To bed,” answered Spike, and he 
laughed knowingly. ‘‘Then that’s why 
he got sleepy !’’ 

He waited until the last man had used 
the bottle, saw that all were served, swept 
the moncy into a big hand, and then loi- 
tered to watch the next deal, his anxious 
thoughts on the old prospector lying hid- 
den bchind the bar. Damn that cigar! 

At a sound he turned and glanced to- 
ward the faro players and saw Dave’s 
angry gesture. Dave turned from the 
game with a snort of disgust and sought 
an empty chair halfway along the front 
wall. Spike did not realize it, and there 
was no reason why he should realize it, 
but Dave had placed himself in a dan- 
gerous but strategic position: the whole 
room lay before him, with the front door 
at his left. 

A man moved away from the three- 
card spread, tobaceo smoke swirling be- 
hind him. He looked at the bar, found 
it deserted, and glanced around in search 
of its tender. Pushing past the tables, 
Wyatt stopped at Spike’s side and 
nudged him. 

‘‘Got another glass with you?’’ 

“No, answered Spike, turning 
abruptly. ‘‘Come along to th’ bar.” 

‘*Reckon they musta put some salt on 
Dave’s tail,’’ chuckled Wyatt, leaning 
comfortably against the counter. He 
hooked a high heel over the rail, rested 
an elbow on the edge of the counter, and 
shook his head dolefully. ‘‘If Dave’s 
luck don’t change right soon, an’ he 
keeps on playin’, he shore as hell will 
have to find himself some kinda job. I’m 
guessin’ he’s near busted, right now. 
Dave allus was a fool where faro is con- 
cerned,’’ 


““TAYVENEST game there is,” said 

Spike. ‘‘Th’ odds are less ag’in 
you in faro-bank than in any other gam- 
blin’ game,”’ 

‘‘That Panhandle seems to make out 
right well,” Wyatt observed, sizing up 
the chips stacked in front of that favored 
son of Chance. ‘‘You reckon him an’ 
his pardner are square gamblers?’’ 

“*Ain’t seen nothin’ to make me think 
nothin’ else,’’ replied Spike, shortly. 
‘An’ if I did see anythin’, I shore got 
brains enough to keep my mouth shut. 
Th’ fellers they’re playin’ with don’t 
allus play square, an’ they’re old enough 
to look out for themselves.’ 

“Yeah, you would keep yore mouth 
shut,’’ retorted Wyatt unpleasantly. 

‘ Another smart yelp like that, an’ 
somebody shore will be throwin’ water 
on yore ugly face to bring you to!” re- 
joined Spike, suddenly crowding his 
edge of the bar. 

“Oh, don’t go on th’ prod,” growled 
the customer. ‘‘I got just enough liquor 
in me to make me mean. Have one on 
me an’ forget it. I'll take a cigar.” 

“All right: so’ll 1,” said Spike, pull- 
ing out a box from the showease. 

**Who’s that half-wit I’ve seen around 
here?’’ asked Wyatt for the sake of mak- 
ing conversation, 

“Loco. He’s harmless. Drifted in 
here with th’ first gold rush, before there 
was any town here, I reckon, an’ never 
went out when th’ others did.” 

“He must be a friend of that Bill 
feller, huh?’’ 

“No, reckon not; though Bill shore 
did save his life,’’ said Spike. 

‘Hey, Dave! Come on over an’ lemme 
buy you a drink!” called Wyatt. 

Dave dropped his chair forward and 
as the two front legs struck the floor he 
was out of it and on his way. He stopped 
at the bar, hooked a high heel over the 
rail, and smiled wryly. 

“This bein’ one of them rare occasions 
when you loosen up,’’ he said, ‘‘I shore 
will take that drink. It may be a year 
before it happens ag’in. Well, here’s 
how!” 

The three men talked for a moment or 
two and then Dave wandered off, finally 
reaching his still vacant chair. He 
dropped into it and glanced down the 
room. Bill and Panhandle were still 
playing poker, but he noticed that both 
had pushed back a little from the table. 
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Matt’s game, also, was still going on; but 
Matt, too, had pushed a little away from 
the table’s edge. Wyatt moved around 
the room, finally leaning against the side 
wall, where he faced the bar. 

Some cheerful soul had raised his lone 
voice in song, to be joined quickly by 
other cheerful souls; and the words, 
starting tentatively, gained power as the 
singers gained confidence. It was not 
long before most of the men in the room 
were singing. 

The song stopped abruptly, the words 
freezing in the mouths of the singers as 
a most unearthly scream sounded in the 
night outside. Beginning at the bottom 
of the scale in throbbing, sobbing notes, 
the sound swept upward in pitch and in- 
tensity until it tortured eardrums with 
its piercing, stabbing notes. 

The room was hushed, breathless, as if 
sudden paralysis had seized its inmates. 
Fares registered almost every kind of 
emotion, but some of them were strangely 
pale and contorted. Loco, his head now 
above the bar, was transfixed by terror. 
Tom Walters, gripping the table edge 
with straining intensity, seemed frozen 
by fear. His cycballs seemed to protrude 
and his tobacco-stained mouth was gap- 
ing. Some of his friends, halfway out 
of their chairs, remained in that posture, 
aud one man’s forearm was bent before 
his face as if to ward off a blow. There 
came the loud and unexpected crash of 
glass, and Spike looked down at the 
shattered bottle which had fallen from 
his nerveless fingers. 


HE falling bottle broke the spell and 

there was a sudden bustle of move- 
ment, checked almost instantly by an- 
other rising, torturing shriek which 
sounded much farther off. It seemed to 
come from the direction of the little, de- 
serted adobe shack in the bottoms, and 
this indication of direction seemed to 
have a sinister implication, for it dropped 
Tom Walters back into his chair, where 
he fairly cringed with fear. 

After a short pause the motion began 
again. Tables were overturned and 
chairs thrown cut of the way of the ris- 
ing, rushing crowd bound for the doors. 
At the front door the first man collided 
with Johnny Nelson, who fought and 
pushed and elawed his way against the 
stream of outpouring humanity, shouting 
curses and meaningless words. He man- 


aged to force his way through the door- 
way and gain the room, and the exit, now 
being free from incoming opposition, let 
the crowd pour out at a better speed. 

There came sounds of riding gear, the 
jangling of chains, and then a very 
thunder of hoofs arose to dic out swiftly 
as the riders spread out to search the 
plain. What they would accomplish was 
problematical; but there was one thing 
certain: whatever telltale tracks might 
have existed before the exodus from the 
room would now be wiped out and utterly 
destroyed under the hoofs of the search- 
ers’ horses. 

The room, nearly empty now, held a 
frozen few. Tom Walters still sat in his 
chair, his jaw gripped by straining 
fingers, his eyeballs showing the white 
of fear. He was staring unseecing at the 
bar, where Loco’s wan face still stood 
out against the backbar. 

Johnny sidled toward the boss, fear- 
fully watching doors and windows, as 
nervous as a frightened cat. 

“My Gawd!’’ he muttered. ‘‘My 
Gawd!” He glanced hopefully at 
Walters. ‘‘ What was it? What was it, 
Tom?” 

Walters gulped and tried to get hold 
of himself. He was shaking his head 
automatically and mumbling that he did 
not know. And then he stiffened, sud- 
denly remembering a trick of Loco’s. 

“It was that damn’ Loco!’’ he eried. 
“It was him a-yellin’—’’ and the words 
died in his throat as he realized that he 
was at that moment staring directly at 
the old prospector and that he had been 
staring at him since the first shriek rang 
out. 

“Like hell!’’ snapped Spike, pugna- 
ciously. ‘‘Loco’s been right here behind 
th’ bar since before—since before we 
heard anythin’.’”’ 

“Yes,” admitted Walters. ‘‘ Yes, yes.’’ 

“Sounded like a woman’s shriek,” 
said Johnny, still watching the doors and 
windows. ‘‘It was a woman’s shriek, or 
Į never heard one; but,’’ he said, pausing 
thoughtfully—‘‘but there ain’t no wom- 
an out here! There ain’t a woman in this 
part of th’ country! I reckon there was 
never any woman out here.’’ 

“Yo're dead wrong, Johnny!” 
snapped Spike, clapping a quick hand 
over Loeo’s opening mouth. ‘‘There was 
one, hy Gawd! There was!’’ 

“Light more lamps!’’ shouted Walt- 
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ers, glaring from Spike to Loco, and 
back again. ‘‘Shut yo’re 
mouth an’ light more lamps!’’ 

“Ain’t no more to light,” rejoined 
Spike. ‘‘An’ as for my mouth, I'll shut 
it when I please!’’ 

‘‘There was a woman here, in town?” 
incredulously asked Jolinny, speaking to 
Spike, but keeping his eyes on the boss 
of Hell’s Center. ‘‘Then mebby she’s 
come back ag’in. Hell, that shore ex- 
plains it. But why did she shriek, an’ 
where is she?” 

“Do th’ dead come back?” asked 
Spike spitefully, and again closing 
Loco’s mouth. 

“I don’t know; some folks say they 
do,’’ answered Johnny; ‘‘but it’s only 
when they’ve been murdered, or some- 
thin’ like that.’’ 

Walters arose, his face livid, his eyes 
on the window nearest him. 

“There ain’t no woman within close 
to a hundred miles of here,’’ said Spike, 
venomously, his eyes on the back of the 
boss. He kicked some broken glass un- 
der the bar. ‘‘It shore sounded, th’ last 
time, like it came from that old ’dobe 
in th’ bottoms,’’ he said, relishing the 
words, poisonous as they were. 


ALTERS wheeled and replied in a 

burst of profanity. He saw his few 
remaining friends looking at him accus- 
ingly, and he blustered to face them 
down. He sensed that his affairs were at 
a crisis, but before he could find ade- 
quate words to help him, there came the 
scrape of a chair from the side wall, 
where Matt Skinner sat suddenly up- 
right. 

“‘Th’ boys will find out all about it,” 
said Matt, calmly. ‘‘They’re combin’ th’ 
sage, right now, an’ combin’ it close. I 
never did believe in ghosts; but,” he 
smiled shamefacedly, ‘‘I allus was a- 
scared of em. If that was a ghost it shore 
was a woman’s. There ain’t no two ways 
about that. A woman: a murdered 
woman.”’ 

‘“Ghosts!’’ sneered Walters, but his 
voice most woefully lacked conviction. 
“ Ghosts! You wait till daylight an’ we’ll 
see about th’ ghosts! Do ghosts make 
tracks? Do they?” 

“No, they don’t, answered Matt, 
complacently, thinking of the gang mill- 
ing around over the sands. ‘‘Do you 
reckon you'll find tracks?” 


‘Tracks or no tracks,” said Johnny, 
insistently, ‘‘I’m tellin’ you that was a 
woman’s voice!’’ He interrupted Spike’s 
quick protest, and replied to it. ‘‘Oh, 1 
know there ain't no woman—no live 
woman—nowhere near here; but that was 
a woman’s shriek, just th’ same! A wom- 
an sufferin’ th’ tortures of th’ damned!”’ 

“Yo’re a fool!’’ shouted 
Walters at the top of his voice. He had 
swung around to face this insistent tor- 
mentor. He leaned forward, balanced on 
the balls of his feet, both arms hanging 
down at his sides, their elbows crooked, 
his fingers spread apart. ‘‘Yo’re a 
—— fool!’ he repeated. 

‘An’ that makes you a liar!’’ snapped 
Johnny, his hands resting on his lean 
hips just above the handles showing in 
the worn and open-topped holsters. 

Walters’ hands moved, but his friends 
threw themselves on him, pinning his 
straining arms, and succeeded in wrest- 
ling him baek into a chair, where they 
forcibly held him. 

‘‘No man can call me a liar an’ make 
it stick !’’ he shouted, struggling vicious- 
ly, but in vain. ‘‘Let loose my arms! 
Let me loose, I tell you!’’ 

“I’ve just called you a liar, an’ I’m 
shore big enough to make it stick,” re- 
torted Johnny. ‘‘Looks to me like you 
got a damn good reason to be seared of 
a woman’s ghost! I never saw a white 
man turn yaller as quick ag you did. 
Yore eyes were fair poppin’ outa yore 
head. Yo’re shakin’ now so you couldn’t 
hit a barn with a shotgun let alone a 
Colt.” 

He looked at the men holding the furi-- 
ous boss of Hell’s Center, and nodded. 

“Hold him tight, or he’ll make me 
blow him loose,’’ he said. ‘‘He’s half- 
seared to dcath, even now, an’ I don’t 
want to take no advantage of him. Day- 
light will be here in a few hours, an’ if 
his yaller ain’t settled down ag’in, I’ll 
give it time; if it has settled, then T'U 
give him all th’ chance he wants to see if 
I can make that name stiek.” 

He glanced around, sneering contemp- 
tuously. 

“ An’ who did he try to blame it on?” 
he asked with a sneer. ‘‘On me? You 
boys? Matt, there? Naw: he pieked out 
Loco! Picked out a man that ain’t only 
crazy, but ain’t got a gun! Huh! He's 
as yaller as mustard !’’ 

Men were beginning to stream in 
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again, talking loudly until they sensed 
that trouble was brewing in the room, 
whereupon they grew quiet; but the 
quarrel died out with their entry, and 
soon the room was booming with talk. 
It was all foolishness, they said, to search 
in the darkness; and it was very doubtful 
if some of them bad searched very far 
or hard, 


OMEBODY walked to the rear door 

and closed it, with a sigh of relicf; 
and the last man through the front door 
shut it with a slam. The phenomenon 
was heatedly discussed from all angles, 
and several fights were narrowly averted. 
The ghost theory was strongly discussed 
and resulted in the telling of tales of 
ghosts, as examples to bear out various 
contentions, calculated to curdle the 
blood. 

It now appeared that Bill and Panhan- 
dle, Dave and Wyatt, and Matt, too, 
firmly believed in ghosts, and more par- 
ticularly women ghosts; Jolinny persist- 
ently held to his theory, altered slightly, 
that it had been the shriek of a living 
woman; and instantly drew the verbal 
fire of every man in the room. In the en- 
thusiasm of the assault upon him, the 
ghost. theory was greatly strengthened. 

“Hear th’ damn’ fools!’’ sneered 
Walters, his slumbering rage fanned 
anew by the trend of the arguments. 

“Wear th’ yaller liar!’ retorted 
Johnny, and again Walters’ friends held 
him down. ‘‘Yaller from th’ soles of his 
feet to th’ top of his head! He near cried 
like a baby when that second shriek rang 
out!” 

“You keep yore —— mouth 
shet!’’ said a voice from the front of 
the room, 

Matt stood up, the calves of his legs 
against the sides of the chair. 

“Tf friends are cuttin’ into this, you 
ean talk to me,” he said, glaring at the 
speaker. ‘‘Johnny’s busy, right now; 
but J ain't”? 

Again friends interfered : shooting in a 
crowded room was not considered good 
form; and on this night the room was 
very crowded. Angry arguments filled 
the air, and when they simmered down, 
the tempers which had caused thrm also 
simmered down; and when they reached 
the point of calmer discussion, free al- 
most from rancour, most of the tempers 
had died; but in some hearts anger 


smoldered secretly, ready to be fanned 
into flame by some inconsequential factor 
at some unknown future date. 

Walters had been forced to listen to 
the advice of his friends because he could 
not get away from them, and gradually 
their arguments and good offices bore 
down his opposition. As passion left him, 
a clearer thinking mind began to func- 
tion, and the arguments for peace began 
to find favor with him; but he had 
adopted a mental reservation at the mo- 
ment he apparently fully acquiesced to 
his friends’ suggestions. Nature often 
compensates ignorance by giving cun- 
ning. 

“Stranger,” he began, speaking calm- 
ly and unemotionally, ‘‘my friends all 
tell me that I had no business to call 
you a damn’ fool, which I now admit 
freely. As to bein’ yaller, if you want 
to shoot it out, come daylight, I'll be 
with yon, an’ show yon a different color. 
There are some things I might be seared 
of: but they ain’t nothin’ that is flesh 
an’ blood, an’ least of all, anythin’ that 
packs a gun. You ean eall th’ turn of th’ 
eard.” 

Johnny was in an unenviable posi- 
tion, foreed into it by this amende hon- 
orable. He had determined to kill Walt- 
ers at daylight; but to persist in this 
course now would be to put him squarely 
in the wrong and arouse the unneces- 
sary hostility of every man in the town 
except his own friends. He might even 
drag his friends into it with him, and 
this would not do. He sensed treachery, 
and he knew that the danger which he 
would face in an open break with the 
boss of the town would be less than the 
danger he would face if he accepted this 
peace offer. He looked about the room. 
Bill’s gently nodding head counseled ac- 
ceptance of the apology; Panhandle was 
making the same sign. They, too, knew 
that Tom Walters was treacherous, and 
that he would not wait long before show- 
ing his hand. It was only a matter de- 
ferred. His gaze moved on, reading face 
after facc, and for a moment rested on 
Dave. 

“Fair enough,’’ said Dave loudly. 
“Takes a man to talk like that.” 

“Right,” said Wyatt, and the mur- 
mur of approval from the majority of 
the crowd gave him a cue which he 
scarcely could ignore. He looked back at 
the boss, and slowly nodded his head. 
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“It’s a kinda delicate proposition,” 
said Johuny. ‘‘It kinda makes it a ques- 
tion of a feller’s courage—but I’m 
statin’ plain that anybody that has any- 
thin’ to say about mine ean reach for his 
gun at th’ same time: he’ll need to. 


ALTERS, I called you a liar only 

because you called me a damn’ 
fool,’’ he continued calmly. ‘‘If you say 
I ain’t no damn’ fool, as you just have 
done, then I say that you ain’t no liar. 
As for bein’ yaller,’’ he chuckled gently, 
“I reckon you wasn’t no more scared 
than I was. I was so scared that I 
pushed back about two dozen husky fel- 
lers to git through that door to where 
there was some light; an’ I got in, too, 
in spite of ’em all!’’ 

He laughed. 

“If yo’re buryin’ th’ hatchet, Ill 
shore help you tromple th’ earth down 
on top of it. An’ mebby me an’ you can 
prove, to anybody that needs proof, that 
neither one of us are scared of anythin’ 
that wears pants an’ drinks liquor. How 
*bout it?”’ 

“Set ’em out for all hands, Spike; an’ 
make mine rye,” said the cunning boss, 
standing up. He looked around the room 
and then back at Johnny. 

“I’d shore like to know what made 
that noise,’’ he said, slowly; ‘‘an’ when 
daylight gits here, ]1’m shore goin’ to 
try to find out.” 

“We’ll both try it,” replied Johnny. 
“Tf it was a ghost, all right; but if it 
wasn’t, then Gawd help it, or whoever it 
was.” 

He slowly followed the crowd to the 
bar and joined Walters at the far end. 

“I never did believe in ghosts; but 

” he sighed, and raised his ‘glass 
amicably i in salute to the enemy of only 
a few minutes befare. 


CHAPTER XVII 


HE erowd gradually settled back 
| into the various occupations which 


had intrigued it before the ghostly 
interruption. 

Johnny moved about the room and 
made his way to the front door. He 
stood in it for a few moments and then 
stepped out into the night. Loco already 
had left the building, having watched his 


chance and slipped out while the quarrel 
flared. 

Johnny moved along the street, turned 
down the far side of the next building, 
swiitly removed his boots, and then, run- 
ning lightly, dashed for a clump of sage 
not far away. He gained it, reached into 
it, picked something up, and slipped 
back to the building. Here he knelt, 
reached under the structure, and pushed 
something ag far back under the floor as 
he could. This part of the building was 
a frame addition; had it been of adobe 
he could not have made use of it. Put- 
ting on his boots, he sauntered back to 
the street, along it, and reéntered the 
Palmer House. 

A full minute after Johnny had passed 
from sight into the barroom, a figure de- 
tached itself from a third building, a 
building which stood on the other side of 
the street and faced the one in which 
Johnny had been interested. This fig- 
ure, slight and furtive, slipped across 
the street, along the side of the second 
building, and crawled out of sight under 
it. Emerging a moment later, Loco held 
something in his hand; something rather 
bulky. Looking around carefully, he 
espied a lighted window farther down 
the street; and he hastened toward it, 
hugging his prize tightly against him. 

The curtains in the lighted window 
were drawn, but a thin streak of light 
escaped from their cdges, and it was suffi- 
cient to let Loco examine his find. For 
perhaps thirty seconds he looked at it, 
turning it around and around, and then, 
plunging his hand into it to see why it 
rattled, he brought up a chunk of some- 
thing which he smelled and then tasted. 
For perhaps another thirty seconds he 
stood wrapped in thought, his blighted 
mind struggling with its memories. Sud- 
denly it came to him and, making a quick 
gesture of elated understanding, he scur- 
ried away in the night, pleased as a child 
with a new toy. 

Johnny, on reéntering the Palmer 
House, sauntered over to watch the poker 
game in the far rear corner, disappointed 
that his night’s activities had not devel- 
oped the showdown he had hoped for. He 
watched the game without seeing it, for 
his mind was very busy. He knew the 
real value of his truce with the boss of 
Hell’s Center; he knew that it was mare 
dangerous for ‘him than the open fight he 
had hoped for. He reviewed what he had 
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heard of Walters’ dexterity with a Colt, 
and he seemed to find a sort of satisfac- 
tion in it. This was strange, on the sur- 
face, for Walters’ specialty was fanning 
with speed and precision. The man had 
a local reputation for expertness in gun 
tricks, and was regarded as a master gun- 
man by his fellows. 

Johnny smiled to himself as these 
thoughts passed through his mind. He 
could see Bill handing that gun to Steve 
Smith; he could see Smith, another ex- 
pert in fancy shooting tricks, start the 
deadly roll, a bit of six-shooter manipu- 
lation which was about the height of skill, 
and always amazed the uncritical. Trick 
shots required perfeet codrdination of 
too many fine factors for a sensible man 
to risk his life on them when the nerves 
were taut and the situation desperate. 
Smith, master of the forward and the re- 
verse rolls, and perhaps even the double 
forward and reverse, had killed himsclf 
because a straight shooting, non-faney 
gunman had merely extended an empty 
hand when the roll was halfway around. 
Bill had thoroughly understood the pos- 
sibilities of that roll, and simply had 
taken advantage of his knowledge. 
Johnny, too, understood the rolls, and all 
other faney tricks known to fancy shoot- 
ers; he understood them and he could 
duplicate them; but he never would be so 
foolish as to try any of them deliberately 
in a erisis if plain, straight shooting 
would serve him. The fewer and simpler 
a man’s motions were in deadly gun 
play, the better for that man. He sin- 
cerely hoped that Tom Walters would 
choose a faney gun trick when the time 
came for the deadly showdown between 
them. 


THER minds were thinking clearly 
and straight. Since the quarrel had 
been patched up between Johnny and 
Walters, Matt Skinner had appointed 
himself Johnny’s special proteetor. He 
was not foolish enough to let Johnny 
know this, but he was determined to keep 
within sight and range of his friend, and 
preferably not at his side. If he could 
lag along behind and a little to one side, 
he would have his chosen position. Then 
let Walters, or any other man, try any 
pot-shooting at Johnnv’s back! Bill, 
Panhandle, Dave, and Wyatt were also 
thinking along those lines, but none of 
them went quite so far as Matt. They 


knew the peril m which their friend 
stood, and they would quietly keep their 
eyes on his surroundings. 

Walters pulled out his watch, glanced 
at it, and slid it back into the pocket. 
He was becoming impatient. He too had 
been doing some thinking, and he was 
cager to carry out his plan and rid the 
town of a cocky nuisance. 

“Another hour to daylight,” he 
growled. ‘‘Then we'll see what we'll 
seel”? 

‘Yeah, reckon so,” grunted a voice. 

Walters let his gaze rest on Johnny 
and gave free rein to his suspicions: 
Johnny was the only man who had not 
been in the barroom when those shricks 
had sounded. Walters’ jaw set grimly 
and his face became hard for an instant; 
and he suddenly reddened with anger at 
the thought that the fear which had so 
strongly gripped him and made him so 
ridiculous had been caused by human 
trickery. 

‘Well,’ said a voice, humorously, 
“whatever it was, I’d a blame’ sight 
rather sce it in daylight than at night!’’ 

““Yo’re right; dead right!” called out 
a friend. ‘‘I'd even go so far as to say 
that I’d rather hear it at night than see 
it at day: a 

Again the room hushed, again every- 
thing was forgotten but the sound which 
filled the air. Softened a little by dis- 
tance, it nevertheless held all its horrible, 
torturing qualities. Rising and falling, 
it ended in a low, throbbing sob. Again 
it came, this time dying out on its high- 
est note, a quavering stiletto of sound. 
Then came silence, doubly silent. 

Spike’s hand moved across his chest, 
up and down, instinctively making the 
sign of the cross. Otherwise, he seemed 
to be paralyzed. Johnny remained in the 
position into which reflex action had sent 
him: halfway out of his chair. His look 
of amazement was not simulated, nor 
were the looks of amazement on the faces 
of his friends. Bill and the others had 
looked quickly about for a glimpse of 
Matt Skinner and saw that person rigid 
from surprise. Little prickles played 
along their spines, and then ceased as 
reason returned to bulwark them against 
instinctive fear. 

Tom Walters, the foundations kicked 
out from under his mental structure, was 
low down in his chair, shrinking, ering- 
ing, pale of face and speechless. Johnny 
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was present this time: not a man was 
missing! The room was hushed and silent 
except for strained breathing. 

Somebody sighed loudly. A gust of 
inhalations and exhalations burst forth 
as lungs continued their actions. A chair 
scraped as a man leaped to his feet, his 
voeal chords functioning furiously. 

“To hell with daylight! To hell with 
daylight!” he shouted, looking about 
wildly. ‘‘I’m gettin’ out of this damn’ 
country, an’ I’m gettin’ now!’’ A most 
reassuring thought was in his mind: the 
sound had come from the direction of the 
old adobe shack on the bottoms, where 
by all rights it should come from; and 
the shortest trail out of town led directly 
away from that accursed building. 

“Don’t you do it!’’ yelled a friend in 
panicky warning. ‘‘Not at night! Yore 
hoss can travel fast, but that thing can 
catch it in one jump! Wait till daylight, 
an’ P'U go with you!”’ 

“I ain’t waitin’ for nothin’ or no- 
body !’’ replied the first speaker. 

‘‘Shut up! Shut yore face!’’ snapped 
Walters, standing up now, a gun in his 
hand. ‘‘1’ll shoot th’ first rat that tries 
to leave this ship! Set down! Set down, 
both of you!”’ 


IS gaze, after a moment’s scrutiny 

of the two would-be deserters, 
moved slowly around the room and came 
to rest on Johnny, who only now was 
sinking back into his chair. He did not 
see Matt, for Matt was just out of the 
field of his vision; and Matt was twice 
as dangerous for that very reason: the 
open end of Matt’s holster had moved 
upward in an are under his coat and was 
lined wp squarely on the chest of the 
boss of Hell’s Center. At the poker table 
in the far rear corner of the room, Bill 
was hunched forward over the table’s 
edge, as if to hear and see better; but 
his elbows were resting on his knees, both 
knees and elbows out of sight, of course. 
Under that big table two heavy guns were 
leveled on Tom Walters. Panhandle was 
watching Walters’ closest friends, while 
Dave and Wyatt alertly kept eases on 
the rest of the room. 

The boss spoke, but as the first words 
came forth he quickly had to change 
them, for it had just come to his mind 
that Johnny had been in the room before, 
during, and after the last shrieks. The 
impetus of his first suspicions had re- 


turned, and had been again banished by 
elever thinking. Keener realization of 
what this implied made the blood drain 
from his face. He changed his words 
from angry accusation to reassurance: 

“Take it easy, Johnny: we’ll find out 
th’ answer to all this hellishness at th’ 
first crack of daylight.” 

Johnny looked up at him, releasing a 
gusty breath. Puzzlement still showed 
in his face. He knew what had made the 
sounds, but... 

“Yeah, we will,” he said, slowly. 
‘“Where—which way do you reckon—it 
—came from?”’ 

“That old ’dobe hut in th’ bottoms,’’ 
answered a nervous voice quickly. 

os yes!” exclaimed another, 
vibrating with excitement. 

“From th’ old ’dobe in th’ bottoms,”’ 
muttered Walters. He struggled with 
himself for a moment, and then threw 
his head back defiantly. 

“All right, then!’’ he said tensely. 
‘Come daylight, we all go to th’ old 
‘dobe hut in th’ bottoms: we all go!” 

Opaleseence transformed the eastern 
sky, objects emerged from the graying 
plain. The Jamp light in the Palmer 
House began to dim. Sleepy figures 
stirred in their chairs, and the sound of 
many voiees grew louder, causing the 
sleepy figures to stir still more. Spike 
walked slowly from behind the bar and 
put out the first lamp. He was tired, 
sleepy, seemingly all at once. He 
yawned, stretched out one arm and then 
the other, and raised both toward the 
hanging lamp in the center of the room. 
One by one the kerosene wicks grew 
black, and stank. The eastern sky was 
now bright. Outside horses pawed rest- 
lessly, and there came the low and musi- 
eal clinking of harness chains. 

Tom Walters stood up with sudden 
energy. He looked tired, drawn, like a 
man whose physical fatigue was less than 
his mental, and both enough. He looked 
around the room, meeting questioning 
eyes; and as usual, his gaze sought out 
and rested on Johnny. 

“Aw, hell!’ yawned someone from a 
corner. ‘‘Let’s eat, first.’’ 

Walters considered the remark with- 
out looking at the speaker. He consid- 
ered it with divided attention. The two 
thoughts in his mind untangled, and he 
pushed aside the more important for the 
more pleasant. 
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“ All right,” he growled in sudden de- 
cision. ‘‘Somebody go over an’ prod th’ 
cook; tell him to rustle chuek regard- 
less.” He looked again at Johnny, try- 
ing to hide his hatred. No truce could 
erase the words that this young man had 
said to him. He studied the young man, 
and found Johnny studying him. The 
silence was becoming noticeable when 
Walters broke it. ‘‘After we feed I’m 
goin’ to prospect that ’dobe hut over in 
th’ bottoms. You want to come along 
with me?”’ 

The question was a challenge, and it 
stirred Johnny as it had been intended 
to stir him. 

‘*Reckon so,’’ he answered with seem- 
ing reluctance, striving to hide his eager- 
ness, 

“Hell! It’s daylight, now!’ said 
Walters unpleasantly. 


HE implication stung the young man 
into bravado, and he followed will- 
ingly the trail of the other’s choosing. 

“I don’t care whether it’s daylight or 
not!’’ he retorted. ‘‘I’ll go any place 
you will.” 

“Well, I’m glad to hear you say it, 
anyhow,’’ rejoined Walters. He smiled 
thinly and looked around the room 
again. ‘‘You boys scatter out an’ search 
th’ whole plain an’ bottoms,’’ he ordered, 
his words embracing every man in the 
room exeept Spike, Johnny, and himself. 
“Me an’ Johnny will take care of th’ 
hut.” 

“ An’ me,’ “Td 
like to see it.” 

‘‘TIuh!’’ sneered Walters. again turn- 
ing to Johnny. ‘‘Yore friend wants to 
go along.” 

Johnny flushed and turned an indig- 
nant face to Matt. 

“You ean see it after we get back,” 
he said sharply, determined that there 
be no second fizzle to his plan. ‘‘Me an’ 
Tom have kinda got a little het about 
which one of us goes in that hut first.” 

Walters’ eves glinted and his lids drew 
closer together. If Johnny was guessing 
he was guessing very close. The voung 
man was a pest. A smile wiped out his 
frown, and he nodded quickly. 

‘Yes, he said, ‘‘we have. After 
what was said last night, we both have 
kinda got to show that our guts are 
where they oughta be. That makes it a 
two-man affair.” 


À 


said Matt eagerly. 


‘‘Shore,’’ said Johnny carelessly. 
“Let’s go over an’ see if th’ grub is 
ready. I’m hungry.” 


CHAPTER XVIII 


UST filled the little street as 
horseman after horseman mount- 
ed, whirled, and rode off to begin 
the seareh for they knew not 


what. 

Matt had intended to ride alone and 
to keep within at least long rifle shot of 
Johnny, but Bill’s quick, whispered 
order gave him no choice, and he fell in 
with Bill and Panhandle. 

Tom Walters and Johnny stood in 
front of the Palmer House, wrapped in 
dust, and watched the last man whirl 
down the street. Johnny, as behooved 
a stranger in the presenee of the boss 
of the town, waited for the older man 
to take the lead. Minutes passed, neither 
saying anything; and then Walters, 
turning his head quickly, broke the 
silence. 

‘We'll give ’em plenty of time to get 
goin’ an’ seare somethin’ up,’’ said the 
boss. His eyes glinted. ‘‘If it’s any 
two-laigged critter, he’ll make for th’ 
’dobe hut when he sees th’ sage bein’ 
combed so clean. There’s no place else 
for him to hide, in daylight.”’ 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Johnny, not for 
an instant relaxing in his alertness. His 
air of carelessness was well simulated. 

“I’m savin’ th’ big play for you an’ 
mc,” said Walters, after a moment’s 
thought. ‘‘I didn't believe in ghosts 
last night, an’ I don’t believe in ’em 
now,” he said, but the words lacked the 
ring of truth. 

**Uh-huh,’’ grunted Johnny, holding 
back the smile. 

‘‘Let’s git in th’ saddle, an’ be ready 
to start,” said the boss, stepping toward 
his horse. Ile mounted with his face 
toward his companion, a polite compli- 
ment which Johnny copied carefully. 

“ Might as well start now,’’ said Wal- 
ters, and side by side they swung around 
the corner of the Palmer House and rode 
slowly forward in the direction of the 
adobe hut. 

“Take it easy,” said Walters, keeping 
his horse at a walk, his eyes on three 
distant horsemen on the far side of the 
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little creek. ‘‘We’ll give th’ boys time 
to start th’ cirele an’ swing in. They’ll 
eentcr on th’ shack.”’ 

“Uh-huh,” grunted Johnny, riding 
knee to knee with his eompanion. 

“ Ain’t so talkative now, huh?’’ in- 
quired Walters with a grin. He seemed 
to be enjoying himself. 

“Ain’t got no reason to be,” replied 
Johnny, watching to see that his eom- 
panion did not lag behind. 

“*Reckon not,’’ grunted Walters. 

They threaded their way through the 
sage and followed down the gentle slope 
of the basin. Steadily the hut drew 
nearer, but they were so much closer to 
it than the others that they would arrive 
minutes ahead of the nearest rider. 

Walters’ horse stopped abruptly, but 
Johnny’s did the same; in a situation 
like this Johnny believed in politeness, 
and was not so rude as to keep on and 
give the man his dust. 

‘*Cantankcrous, ain’t you?’’ demanded 
Walters, speaking to his mount. Ile sav- 
agely rolled a spur along the animal’s 
flank, and checked its instant reaction. 
When the horse quit sidling the two men 
were face to face and two arm’s-length 
apart. Johnny pushed on again as the 
other’s horse swung around into posi- 
tion, and again they rode ahead, side by 
side. 

‘You don’t believe in ghosts, huh?’’ 
suddenly asked Walters, with the trace 
of a snecr in his voice. 

“No; not in daylight, anyhow; an’ not 
enough to make a damn’ fool of myself,’’ 
answered Johnny. ‘‘I might, though, if 
that hut meant anythin’ special to me.’’ 

“Yer? An’ what does that mean?’’ 
asked the boss of Hell’s Center. His 
voice had a hard ring. 

“It meant somethin’ to Big Henry.’’ 

“ An’ what was that?” 

“Dunno; but it shore bothered him.” 

“Huh! Lots of things bothered Big 
Henry,’’ replied Walters with a snort of 
disgust. ‘‘They ain’t botherin’ him 
now. 
“No; reckon not.” 


2? 


HE hut was near now; so near that 

they could see the sun cracks in the 
adobe. Whoever had built it had been 
short of hardware, and made use of 
leather straps for hinges. They had long 
since dried out and parted, and the 
paeking-case door had fallen inward. 


The two men pulled up and stopped a 
scant dozen feet from the opening. 

‘‘ Well, here we are,’’ growled Walters, 
trying to kecp the tensencss out of his 
voice, 

“Yeah,’’ replicd Johnny, his horse 
sidling about until it was possible to dis- 
mount with Walters in plain view. 

They swung down simultaneously, 
facing each other; and each stepped 
quickly away from his mount. For a 
moment they exchanged level looks, and 
then Walters gently waved his left hand. 

‘After you,” he said politely. 

“What for?’’ asked Johnny, curi- 
ously. ‘‘I got no interest in no ghosts.’’ 

“No?” 

ae No. 7? 

Walters’ eyelids dropped a little and 
a faint smile wreathed his face. 

“But it’s daylight now,’’ he said, a 
sneer edging his words. 

“I reckon mebby that’s why you’ve 
eome so close to it,” retorted Johnny. 
He jerked his head sideways toward the 
open door. ‘Go ahead in: you ain’t 
seared, are you?” 

Three riders were coming up from the 
south, and three more from the west. 
Both groups were about an equal dis- 
tance away, and that distance was some- 
thing more than half a mile. Both 
groups were moving at a walk, and, 
strange to say, were watehing each other 
more than they were the hut. The group 
that Johnny saw was composed of friends 
of his companion; the group in Walters’ 
arc of vision was made up of Bill, Pan- 
handle, and Matt. Neither Walter nor 
Johnny dared to take his eyes from the 
man in front of him, and so neither saw 
the other group. Both sensed the coming 
of their little climax; it had to eome 
quickly if it was to come before the near- 
ing horsemen complicated matters. 

“Stubborn, ain’t you?” asked Wal- 
ters, so watchful and intent that his lips 
barely moved; and this, in itself, was suf- 
ficient warning, had it been needed, to 
the other man. 

‘No; just kinda set,” replied Johnny. 
“If yo’re goin’ to have a look around in 
there before company gets here, you bet- 
ter get started.’’ 

“No!” snapped Walters, angrily. 
“*Get in there, an’ get in there quick t”? 

‘Still scared, huh? It’s yore ghost, 
not mine,’’ retorted Johnny, and then he 
laughed. That was one of the reasons 
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why his friends loved him so: that laugh 
in the face of danger. ‘‘Just to show 
you that I don't believe in ghosts, I’ll go 
in first; an’ I’ll prove it to you by baek- 
in’ in. Takes guts to back in ag’in 
ghosts, Walters!’’ Again he laughed. 
“Right now I’m figgerin’ that th’ only 
danger there is for me is in front, an’ not 
behind. ”’ 

Step by step he moved backwards, 
feeling his way. To trip or to stumble 
now might be fatal. He had almost cov- 
ered the distance when he leard a noise 
in the hut, and as his snspicious mind 
thought of a man planted inside to shoot 
him down, his spur caught on a root and 
he lost his balance. 

Never in all his life had he thought 
quicker than he was thinking now. To 
waste a split second of time in trying to 
regain his balance would mean death; 
so he jerked out both guns and turned 
them loose in a crossfire. His first shot 
was even with Walters’ third. 


HE instant Johnny’s spur had caught 

ou the root Walters’ two hands were 
in action, the left fanning the hammer 
of the gun held by the right, and fanning 
in a very blur of speed. 

Johnny struck the earth wreathed in 
swirling clouds of his own powder smoke, 
rolled over and up with his legs gathered 
under him, and his spring carried him 
nearly a dozen fect. Turning while in the 
air, he struck the earth again with his 
heels, facing the open door and covering 
it with both guns. With the first erash 
of his left-hand gun he had mentally 
eliminated Walters as a danger, but he 
had lct a second shot go to make doubly 
certain. Walters, as a matter of fact, was 
not only mentally eliminated, but physi- 
cally, too; his first three shots had come 
out of his gun as close together as shots 
could come; the fourth clipped the edge 
of the doorway, and the fifth went almost 
straight up in the air, for the shooter was 
dead when his relaxed thumb had let the 
hammer fall. 

Then came silence, a silence so abrupt 
as to give the impression of a jerk. Wal- 
ters lay half in and half out of a little 
chimp of sage, two holes through the 
upper left-hand pocket of his already 
soaked vest. Faney shooting when the 
nerves are taut, and split seconds pre- 
cious, seldom makes the scores that it does 
in target play. 


Johnny, his back to Walters and the 
approaching horsemen from the south, 
caught a glimpse of the other riders, and 
forthwith gave his entire attention to the 
open door of the hut. The smoke had 
thinned out now, and let him see clearly. 
He heard the pounding of hoofs behind 
him and to one side of him; and again, as 
he had so often done before, he put his 
unqualified trust in Hopalong. 

‘‘ Come ont of there!’’ he snapped, bal- 
anced on the balls of his spread feet. 
‘Come out with yore hands up, or I'm 
comin’ in with mine spittin’ lead!’’ 

“Don’t shoot no more!’’ wailed a thin 
and quavering voice. Don’t shoot no 
more! I’m a-comin’ mister; I’m a-com- 
in’ fast as I ean!”’ 

The unseen speaker made good his 
words, but he came with music blaring, 
like the Highlanders of old. No bag- 
pipes swirled in Loco’s hands, but the 
sounds were as piercing. He stepped into 
and through the doorway, his face cov- 
ered with blood from two lead-earved 
gashes on his forehead; one leg buckled 
slightly beeause of another lead-ripped 
wound; and under his left arm was 
hugged a huge tomato ean, while his right 
hand, gripping a chunk of resin, pulled 
strongly against a short but heavy cord. 

Johnny had sense enough to keep from 
dropping his guns, but hardly more. He 
fumbled with them around the tops of 
their sheaths, trying to find the openings, 
and then let them drop into place. He 
sat down on the sandy earth and laughed 
himself weak and silly. Loco wheeled, 
faeed about, and started for town, his in- 
strument shrieking and wailing. 

The two squads of horsemen drew 
steadily nearer, riding in parallel lines. 
They had seen the swift tragedy from a 
point near enough to make explanations 
ucedless, yet the right-hand squad was 
primed to ask questions, 

The two groups passed Walters’ body 
vith barely a glance, being too much oc- 
eupied with possible troubles with the 
living to pay much attentiou to the dead. 
The leaders of each short line drew rein 
ind the two squads stopped. Loco was 
still parading through the sage, bound 
for town, impinge slowly along, his to- 
mato-ean instrument of torture making 
the day hideous. He had lost his hat, and 
his long hair streamed in the wind. 

Johnny arose by an effort and faced 
about. His glance swept swiftly past his 
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friends and rested on the other three 
horsemen. The laughter had gone from 
him, and now he was eoolly appraising. 


OWERS, the leader of the unfriendly 

three, and the poker players who 
habitually doubted the honesty of his 
fellow players, was the first to speak. 
The odds were now four to three against 
his little group; he had seen Johnuny’s 
amazing exhibition of eross-arm gun- 
play, after Walters had fired three times; 
he had seen Bill’s shooting in the 
Palmer House. Both were very convine- 
ing, and he never had owned to any great 
affection for Tom Walters when that per- 
son had been alive ; now that he was dead, 
dead also was Powers’ interest in him. 

“*Reekon we’ll pick him up an’ take 
him on to town,” said Powers, tenta- 
tively. 

“Shore,” said Johnny. 
tell it just like you saw it.’’ 

“Shore. Bosses eertainly do eome an’ 
go in this man’s town,’’ said Powers, his 
admiring gaze resting on the young man 
who could shoot so admirably when turn- 
ing, upside down in the air. 

“Shore do,” admitted Johnny. 

‘Walters was plannin’ this half th’ 
night,’’ said Powers, ‘‘but it worked out 
wrong.’’ 

“Not to my way of thinkin’,”’ said 
Johnny. 

‘Th’ bosses have been comin’ an’ go- 
in’ fast since you strangers eame to 
town,’’ said the seeond man in Powers’ 
group. 

‘‘ Seems so,’’ said Panhandle, eoldly. 

‘‘Sorta eoineidenee, like,” said the 
third man. 

“That’s shore th’ healthiest way of 
lookin’ at it,’’ said Matt, smiling. 

‘You fellers aet kinda like you was 
well knowed to each other,’’ remarked 
Powers, thoughtfully. 

‘‘ Folks get aequainted quiek in a small 
town like this,’’ said Bill, pleasantly. ‘‘I 
feel like I’ve knowed you all my life.’’ 

“Yeah,” said Powers a little uneasily. 
He looked again at Johnny. ‘‘ Walters 
didn’t fool you much, huh, when he 
smoked th’ pipe of peace with you last 
night?” 

“Not nothin’ to mention,” answered 
Johnny. 

‘Wonder how eome he pieked out this 
place to run her off?” asked Powers, 
scratching his chin. 


““Be sure to 


“‘Didn’t have th’ guts to work it out 
in an even break,” answered Bill; ‘‘so he 
figgered there wouldn’t be nobody 
around out here to see him commit a 
murder.” 

‘Well, he didn't eommit it,’’ drawled 
Powers, slowly swinging out of the sad- 
dle. ‘‘Now we got to hold another elee- 
tion ; but first, we Il take him in to town.”’ 

He winced as the gusty wind brought 
a more powerful and more horrible strain 
of Loeo’s instrument to his ears. 

“That’s awful! An’ that was th’ 
ghost! Well, well, well,’’ he chuckled as 
he pietured the consternation the shrieks 
had eaused in a room full of grown men. 
“What a buneh of damn’ fools we all 
was!’’ Looking around and down at 
the body m the sage bush, he shook his 
head, and ehuekled again. ‘‘Ah, you, 
Tom, was th’ damnedest fool of all!”’ 


CHAPTER XIX 


NE by one the searchers, finding 
() nothing to interest thein, gave up 
the fruitless task and returned 
to town, there to learn of the 
passing of Tom Walters, the identity of 
the ‘‘ghost,’’ and to hear furtive remarks 
about the suspeeted eohesion of the six 
strangers. Before the last few riders 
straggled in, the matter of Walters’ sue- 
eessor as leader already was being de- 
bated, and it was plain that the ehoiee 
of a new leader would not be made with- 
out a eontest. The more dominant lead- 
ers had served their terms and died; only 
lesser men remained. 

There were two prominent members 
left out of the seleet circle of six whieh 
had formed the nueleus of the gang. One 
of these was George White, a tall, gang- 
ling, saturnine man with a east in one 
eye, whose mustache apparently never 
had felt a seissors. When it got too long 
he ehewed it shorter. It proelaimed him 
to he an inveterate ehewer of tobacco. 

The other remaining member was a 
Texan who went by the name of Paso 
Frank, a man of rather less than average 
stature. He was slender, wiry, quiek in 
all of his aetions. His legs were more 
than ordinarily bowed and, beeause of 
this, suggested the thought in more than 
one mind that he had been allowed to use 
a saddle for a eradle. He waddled when 
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he walked, and walked only when he had 
to; he smoked incessantly, seldom made 
an unnecessary movement, and had the 
habit of looking at a man’s chin while 
talking to him. His hair, whatever its 
original color might have been, was a 
pale taffy color and hung halfway to his 
shoulders. 

The sequence of the afternoon’s events 
was laid out with some idea of propriety. 
First and foremost, as a neeessary aid to 
inspiration, were the rounds of liquor 
drunk to the memory of the deceased. 
The deceased lay on two tables whieh had 
been pushed together. lie was wrapped 
in his own dirty blankets, his face ex- 
posed at one end and his dusty boots at 
the other. Liquor flowed freely, most of 
it at the expense of the hopeful eandi- 
dates for the vaeant boss-ship. 

The first argument of weight arose 
over the delicate question of boots; 
should the lamented deceased be buried 
with lis boots on, or off? Innately this 
was a matter of no importance, which 
might be why it beeame so dangerously 
important. A small kerosene lamp caused 
the Chieago fire. George White was of 
the opinion that the boots should be un- 
disturbed; and, naturally enough, Paso 
Frank had to defend the opposite idea. 

To Bill, sitting in the rear far eorner, 
the disposition of this question was in- 
teresting and important, for it bid fair 
to indieate tle strength of the two ean- 
didates for the vacant office. 

Dave and Wyatt were doing the same, 
while Matt sat by himsclf in the far front 
corner, listening to everything, and espe- 
eially to anything which might threaten 
the safety of his absent companion. 
Johnny was absent, having quietly ef- 
faced himself and slipped away during 
one of the stampedes toward the bar. He 
was at that moment sitting on a box of 
canned tomatoes in the general store, giv- 
ing the attentive proprictor a history of 
reeent events. 

“ An’ I say if yon eould ’a’ got ’em off 
before he died, then it would ’a’ been all 
right to plant him barefoot,’ said White 
argumentatively, and the murmur of the 
crowd indicated that the majority was 
with him. ‘‘I main-tain that it wonld 
desa—desa—insult Tom Walters to dis- 
turb him now. He was a friend of mine, 
an’ no friend of mine is goin’ to be in- 
sulted when he’s dead.” 

“ Good for you, George!”’ 


“Thats th’ idear,’’ bellowed a knee- 
buckling brave near the end of the bar. 
‘Stoo late now.” 


Pere FRANK, waiting a moment for 
the noise to subside, replied to his 
rival’s remark. 

“Yes, he wore ’em when he lived, all 
right ; but while he lived he took ’em off 
when he went to sleep—an’ he’s shore 
gone to sleep now, a sleep that’ll never 
end. Seems to me that we oughta pay 
him th’—”’ 

“I vote agin’ th’ barefoot idear,” 
shouted an inebriate with a finishing 
hiceup. 

“That’s it! 
a vote”? 

“Yeah, vote on her.” 

“Just a minute, boys,’’ shouted White, 
raising a hand. ‘‘Just a minute! Votin’ 
don’t make a thing right! Votin’ is only 
amaaa 

‘“ Damn’ nuisance! 
he’s buried?” 

“ *Spression of opinion,” yelled an- 
other. 

“Excuse for a fight,’’ said a third, 
roaring with langhter. 

“Vote on her! Vote on her!” 

“Shore! Vote on her!”’ 

“Come on: put her to a vote”? 

«& All in favor of votin’ on her, raise 
their hans!’ shouted a leather-lunged 
desperado near the front door, and he 
held up his own hand as an example. 
‘‘Carried!’’ he annonneed without count- 
ing. ‘All in favor of plantin’ him like 
he is, boots an’ all, holler aye! Th’ ayes 
have it. There you are, all done an’ over 
with, settled permanent !’’ 

“Line up!’’ yelled a eompanion. 
‘We'll drink to his boots”? 

“Shore ; but ain’t it about time for th’ 
house to set out a round?’’ 

“Which th’ house does!’’ shouted 
Spike at the top of his voice in order to 
make himself heard over the affirmative 
chorus. ‘‘This is on th’ house!’’ he 
yelled, still louder, if possible; and he 
was swamped under a rolling avalanehe 
of cheers. 

Bill arose and moved to the side of 
George White, resting a hand on the 
bandit’s shoulder. 

“Friend.” he said, softly, ‘‘tell us 
what is right.. Me an’ Panhandle are 
strangers. We’d like to pay our respeets 
to th’ dead, an’ join’ in th’ funeral: 


Vote on her! Put her to 


Who eares how 
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what would th’ boys think about it?” 

“It’s a fair question, stated fair,’’ an- 
swered White, swaying baek on his heels. 
“Th’ boys would take it kindly of you. 
Them other two fellers, too; an’ that 
Matt hombre. Dunno about that Johnny 
eoyote: dunno a-tall. Wait?!” 

He swayed forward and stopped 
against Paso Frank, leaning on the 
smaller man while he whispered, After 
a moment he returned shaking his head. 

‘*We’ve had shootin’ enough for one 
day,’’ he said, ‘‘an’ th’ boys are gettin’ 
their skins full. Better keep him away !"’ 

Bill walked toward the front door, re- 
turning along the wall, and on his way 
he passed the word to his friends. He 
rejoined Panhandle and dropped into his 
ehair. Two meu came in through the 
back door, shovels in their hands, and 
sweat and grime on their flushed faces. 
The glare of the light outside had tem- 
porarily blinded them against good vision 
in the softer, dimmer light of the saloon. 

‘Damn’ hard diggin’,’’ said the first 
shovel bearer. 

“Shore is: we oughta find another 
buryin’ ground, where th’ soil is—look 
there!” he exelaimed as brightening vi- 
sion revealed the line-up at the bar. 
‘‘Somebody’s buyin’: eome on!” The 
shovels clattered to the floor as their erst- 
while wielders leaped forward. 

Bill and Panhandle kept their quiet 
and apparently careless vigil, loafing 
baek in their pet ehairs at tlicir favorite 
table. Wyatt and Dave lazily leaned 
baek in their ehairs against the side wall 
between the two windows, ‘while Matt 
grouched sleepily in his own ehair against 
the frout wall. They were all hearing 
oeeasional remarks eonecrning them- 
selves, and the trend indieated more fre- 
quent allusions to them. The storm, if 
there was one, was still far away ; but its 
distant rumblings earried a warning to 
wise men, 

George White stepped back from the 
bar and raised his voice above the gen- 
eral noise. 

“Well, boys!’ he shouted, and after 
waiting a moment, tried again. ‘‘ Boys!”’ 


HE talking and laughter slowly died, 
and the candidate for leadership, 
swaying slightly, raised an arm and eon- 
tinued. 
“Boys, we got to do th’ last rites for 
pore Tom Walters,” he said. ‘‘A couple 


of you keteh holt of his feet, an’ a eouple 
more git him by th’ shoulders. If he 
buckles, a eouple more ean take care of 
that. Me an’ Paso, bein’ all that are left 
of th’ original six members of this here 
band, will lead th’ parade. Them with 
th’ eorpse, foller us; an’ th’ rest of you 
boys foller th’ eorpse. Are we all 
ready?” 

“Tf you’d got his boots off before he 
died,’’ said a disputatious drunk, ‘‘then 
I’d say, leave ’em off. There ain’t no 
use of —’’ 

“Aw, shut up, Murphy: that’s all 
settled.” 

“Quit yore spoutin’, Murphy, an` fall 
in lere with me.” 

“But ain’t I right?” demanded Mur- 
phy, teetering back on to his heels. 
“Amt T?” 

“Shore! Yo’re dead right! 
holdin’ up th’ funeral!” 

“I ain’t holdin’ up nothin’, less it’s 
th’ bar,” argued Murphy. 

‘Come on, Murphy: get in here with 
me—I got a flask!”’ 

“Right you are! If vou’ll admit it, 
now, all right !’?? Murphy looked around 
the room, saw Bill and Panhandle slowly 
rising from their chairs, and then looked 
at the other strangers and found that 
they, also, were moving toward the end 
of the line. 

“You strangers git in th’ tail of th’ 
line,” ordered Murphy, and staggered 
forward to personally place them. 
“Right in here, Bill; you next, Pan- 
handle. Walters was a dani’ skunk, but 
Vl say no ill of th’ dead. Th’ rest of 
you fall in behind ’em. No laughin’ or 
jokin’, mind, till we get him planted 
daeent an’ all covered over. All right, 
George: erack th’ whip an’ throw off the 
brakes: let her go!” 

The procession filed out into the street 
in a somewhat ragged manner, having 
the tendeney to thin out here and to 
buuch up there; but after the doorway 
was left behind most of the diffieultics 
were past. It wound down the strect, 
turned the slope along the blacksmith 
shop, and stopped on a little hillock back 
of the harness maker’s shop. Mounds 
and headboards marked it for what it 
was, and the shallow, new grave with its 
pile of freshly turned earth and gravel 
and sand marked the stopping plaee, 
both for the funeral eortége and for the 
dead; for the cortége, a temporary stop- 


Yo’re 
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ping plaee; for the dead, permanent, un- 
less it was the beginning of an unknown 
journey. 

“Don’t drop him!” snapped the 
leader, and then he cursed. 

‘*Didn’t do him no harm,’’ replied the 
guilty bearer. ‘‘I{[cl]! Look here,’’ he 
said, kieking the dead ribs. ‘‘See? You 
ean ’t—hic—hurt him no more.”’ 

“You do that again an’ there’ll be 
another eorpse to plant!’’ warned Paso 
Frank, sober enough to know that the 
guilty brute was a henchman of the rival 
eandidate. 

“That so?” demanded a belligerent 
voice from the other side of the open 
grave. 

‘Iere! Here! No quarrelin’, you 
fool!’’ reproved George White 
severely. ‘‘Don’t you know this is a 
buryin’? Shut yore mouths an’ take off 
yore hats. I’ll say a few words before 
th’ last dirt falls. You two, with th’ 
shovels: scoop it in as soon as his body 
hits bottom, an’ seoop fast. All right, 
boys: lower away, an’ lower gentle.’’ 


ASO FRANK now stepped forward 
to the edge of the grave and took his 
turn in the limelight. 

“Boys,” he said, quickly, nervously, 
‘‘yo’re performin’ th’ last, sad rites for 
an old friend. Yo’re goin’ to miss 
him—’’ 

“That Johnny hombre didn’t miss 
him!’’ said a thick voice from the crowd. 
‘You could cover ’em both with a silver 
dollar!’ 

“Where is Johnny ?’’ asked another. 

“Shut up!” 

“Johnny ain’t here. Keep on a-goin’, 
Paso.” 

“As I was sayin’,’’ continued the 
speaker, ‘‘yo're goin’ to miss Tom 
Walters a lot as time goes on. If you'll 
just bow yore heads with me, boys: Lord, 
give Tom Walters a fresh deck, a fair eut, 
and a square deal. Amen.” 

“Td ‘a’ been in favor of plantin’ him 
barefoot, if you'd took his boots off be- 
fore he—’’ 

“Somebody choke that damn’ Mick !’’ 
shouted an angry mourner. 

“Here, Murphy! Here’s a flask, an’ 
it’s near full,’’ suid another, with a bet- 
ter understanding of the situation. It 
was passed along toward Murphy, bnt 
when it reaehed that person it was 
empty; but before he eould make known 
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his opinion, Paso Frank flung up an arm 
and shouted an invitation to drink whieh 
resulted in a stampede, 

The strangers, lagging behind natur- 
ally enough, drew closer together and be- 
came & eompact group, eager to seize 
upon this opportunity for an exchange 
of words. 

It was Bill who spoke first. To his way 
of thinking there was trouble in the air. 
Liquor was flowing freely, and the elec- 
tion of a new boss would further arouse 
men who were dangerous enough when 
sober; and doubly so, when drunk. The 
crowd was fast becoming a mob. Al- 
ready, in more than one mind, the strang- 
ers were arousing suspicion; their cohe- 
sion was beginning to be suspected. Let 
the right moment come, and the right 
kind of appeal, and there was no telling 
what might occur. The odds were too 
heavy to be voluntarily faced within the 
narrow eonfines of the Palmer House; 
Bill was considering the lives of his eom- 
panions, and anything he could do to 
safeguard them he would do. 

“Dave,” he said, as the two men fell 
into step, ‘‘trouble is fixin’ to bust loose. 
If she does bnst, an’ we have time to 
make th’ play, we got to get into th’ 
general store. It’s thiek adobe, it’s got 
extra strong doors an’ window shutters, 
an’ it’s stocked plumb fnll of grub an’ 
ca’tridges. Remember: head for th’ 
store right away, first thing, if trouble 
breaks loose.” 

**Riglit,’’ said Dave. 
water?” 

‘‘There’s a hogshead plumb full of 
water ag`in th’ rear wall of the plaee,’’ 
said Matt. 

“Step along a little faster,” said Bill. 
‘We don’t want to be too far behind. 
We got to split up in pairs ag’in. Mean’ 
Panhandle will come in last. Before we 
do split, however, I want to tell Matt to 
head for th’ store an’ arrange for either 
you or Johnny to be in there most of 
th’ time. I want a man inside that fort, 
ready to help from th’ inside when th’ 
time comes. You an’ Johnny can figger 
that out between vou.’’ 

‘*Shore,’’ said Matt, changing the di- 
rection of his stride and going off at an 
angle, heading straight for the store and 
for his friend. The others, letting dis- 
tance inerease between the pairs, kept on 
going, and entered the Palmer House two 
at a time. 


“What about 
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CHAPTER XX 


HILE the crowd in the 
Palmer House boiled and 
seethed, the fires fueled with 


election liquor, the atmos- 
phere was quite different back in Bull- 
town, hundreds of miles to the east. 

Bulltown had its quieter periods, de- 
pending somewhat on the season of the 
year, the personnel of the cattle outfits 
on the outlying rauge, on the shifting 
of the town’s fioating population, on the 
hour of the day, and on the quality of 
the town marshal. 

The season of the year was just then 
changing, dynamically, for the first herd 
to come up from Texas and the Nations 
was crawling over the crest of the dis- 
tant southern hills and angling down to- 
ward the river bottoms and the crossing, 
and looked not greatly unlike some de- 
formed caterpillar. 

The persounel of the outfits holding 
cattle on winter range, not only for the 
grazing but also for quarantine purposes, 
within a day’s ride of town, were some- 
what subdued. It was midway between 
pay days, and in the middle of the week; 
and the floating population of the town 
had been so well sifted and herded by the 
peace offieers that the hang-overs of the 
winter were more or less peaceful; while 
the new influx had been tardy in arriv- 
ing to prepare for a busy and prosperous 
summer. 

The hour of the day was mid-after- 
noon, which while livelier than mid- 
morning, was mueh quieter than mid- 
night, or even after dark. And the 
quality of the town marshal and his aides 
remained the same. Bat was still the 
chief peace officer, ready at all times with 
smile, persuasion, or gun, 

We find lim now in the officially un- 
godly part of the town, south of the 
tracks, surrounded by saloons, dives, and 
gambling hells. Moving along from one 
building to the next, he exchanged 
pleasantries with the proprietors and 
kept on going. Ile avoided a pool of sun- 
caked oil on the side-traeck, crossed the 
main track, passed around the end of the 
railroad depot, and headed for Kelly’s. 
His progress was peaceful and dignified, 
for at the moment there was no gang and 
anti-gang feud to make him otherwise. 
The desperadoes and the wilder punchers 


in the surrounding territory, which was 
not yet organized into a county, were 
marking time and waiting for voluntary 
reénforcements to come up the trails 
from the south. 

Entering Kelly’s, he paused for a mo- 
ment for his eyes to become adjusted to 
the poorer light indoors, and then walked 
slowly to a small table in the rear of the 
room, where a woman and a youth were 
talking over glasses of beer. The sound 
of his steps made them both look up, and 
their conversation ceased. 

“Rose, ain’t you kinda outside yore 
territory?’’ asked Bat, frowning for ef- 
feet. 

“I reckon I am,” she answered some- 
what defiantly. 

“My fault,” muttered the youth sul- 
lenly. There was an air of dejection 
about him, a hopelessness, a weary toler- 
ation of life that made his companion 
frown. 

‘Well, Bat, if you ean’t keep th’ Kid 
from crossin’ th’ tracks, then don’t blame 
me for bringin’ him back ag’in,’’ said 
Rose somewhat sharply. ‘‘Them brace 
games an’ crooked wheels will strip him 
of his last dollar.’’, She swung part way 
around in her chair and faced the mar- 
shal. ‘‘Why don’t you put him on th’ 
east-bound to-night, an’ send him back 
to his folks, where he belongs? He don’t 
fit into no honkatonk town like this.’’ 

“I don’t belong nowhere—unless it’s 
back West, where I come from, like a 
whipped pup,’’ growled the Kid, utter 
misery in his eyes. ‘‘An’ there ain’t 
nothin’ back there but an empty ‘dobe 
hut, an’ mebby a grave: I don’t even 
know if they had th’ deceney to bury 
her.” His voice had fallen while he 
talked, and the last few words were 
barely audible. 


“FINHAT so?” asked Bat, coldly, hop- 

ing to sting the youth into some 
show of spirit. ‘‘ Nothin’ baek there but 
a ’dobe shack an’ mebby a grave, huh? 
Let me tell you what’s back there! 
There’s six of th’ best damn’ hombres 
this country ever saw, back there! Back 
there, fightin’ yore fight! An’ I reckon 
by now there’s more graves than there 
was when you ran out!’’ 

‘Yeah, I know, Bat; I know,” mum- 
bled the youth. ‘‘An’I ought to be there 
with ’em, if I had th’ spirit of a louse. 
You know that I wanted to go! Why 
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should I want to kecp on livin’, with that 
memory to damn me, sleepin’ or wakin’? 
You know that I wanted to go back! 
But you wouldn’t let me!”’ 

“Shore; that’s right,” replied Bat. 
“T wouldn’t let you: an’ why? Because 
I'm waitin’ for word from Cassidy. If 
you showed up there unexpected, before 
Cassidy wanted you to, you might wreck 
his plans an’ get all them fellers killed. 
Mebby he’s waitin’ till him an’ th’ boys 
get th’ place cleaned out, so you can go 
back to yore ranch an’ have some chance 
for yore life.’’ 

“Back to th’ ranch!’’ exclaimed the 
youth scornfully. ‘‘Back to th’ ranch, 
where she an’ I—where she—I wouldn’t 
go back to that raneh for all th’ money 
in th’ country! I’d go crazy in a month, 
crazier than my unele.” 

“Then go East, Kid,” said Rose, her 
eyes moist. ‘‘Go back to yore folks, an’ 
let time smooth out yore troubles. This 
ain’t no place for you.” 

‘What difference does it make, where 
I go, or where I stay?” asked the Kid, 
sullenly; ‘‘exeept just one place! I 
oughta go back to Hell's Center an’ start 
shootin’, an’ keep on shootin’ as long as 
I can pull a trigger l? 

“ An’ that wouldn’t be long cnough to 
count,’’ said Bat. ‘‘You’d be dead be- 
fore you could get a gun workin’. 
We've lad all that out before. How 
much of that five hundred you got left?” 

“T’ve got enough.” 

“How much?” 

“Near all of it. 
faro-bank.”’ 

“You did?” demanded Bat, his eyes 
glinting. ‘‘An’ who dealt th’ game?” 

“I'm not sayin’.”’ 

‘‘No?”’ growled the marshal, his voice 
rising. ‘‘Reckon I got to go ‘round an’ 
pass th’ word ag’in. Thought I told ’em 
all not to let you play.” 

‘“There’s some down my way that 
can’t hear well,’’ said Rose. 

“I ain't no baby!” growled the Kid. 

“¥Yo’re gettin’ hard to ride herd on, 
huh?” said the marshal. ‘‘ All right: I 
can’t foller you every place you go, day 
an’ night. That means yo’re pullin’ out. 
I’m buyin’ you a ticket to Philadelphia, 
an’ it ‘ll take you home on to-night’s east- 
bound. You can sav good-bye to Rose 
right now, for you won't see her ag’in.’’ 

“I ain’t goin’ home!” growled the 
Kid defiantly. 


I had a lucky run at 


“*Yo’re goin’ on that east-bound lim- 
ited to-night, if I have to handcuff you 
to a seat,” declared Bat. ‘‘ You think I 
got nothin’ to do for th’ rest of my days 
but ride herd on you? Th’ drives are 
startin’ north, an’ it won’t be loug now 
before I'll have all th’ trouble I can 
handle without gettin’ gray hair over 
you. Yo're takin’ th’ limited, Kid, an’ 
yo’re takin’ it to-night.” 

‘‘But there ain’t nothin’ in th’ East 
for mç,” said the Kid, his voice break- 
ing. ‘‘Damun it all, Bat: can’t you un- 
derstand that I just don’t care what hap- 
pens to me? I’d thank th’ man who 
would blow my brains out. Everythin’ 
l had that meant anythin’ was in th’ 
West—an’ it’s—dead. Dead, Bat: an’ 
I’m just draggin’ along, sick of livin’.”’ 

By an effort Bat kept his face cold and 
his voice harsh. 

“If you don’t aim to go back to yore 
ranch,” said the marshal, ‘‘then there 
ain’t no use waitin’ for word from Cas- 
sidy. From now on till train time I'm 
stickin’ close to you, Kid: close as a tick 
to a cow; an’ when that train pulls out 
to-night, you’lH be on her. Rose,’’ he 
said, looking down at the strangely quiet 
woman, ‘‘yore range is south of th’ 
tracks; an’, besides, old Dad Wiggins is 
worse. He was callin’ for you when I 
passed his shack.” 

“Claire is with him now,” objected 
Rose, rising swiftly in her own defense; 
but her voice showed anxiety. 

‘‘ Claire is all right, th’ minister to th’ 
contrary notwithstandin’,’’ replied Bat 
with a smile; “‘but old Dad wants you; 
an’ you know what an old buffaler hunter 
is when he wants anythin `.” 


ue ES, I know. All right, Bat,’’ said 

the social outcast as she stood up. 
““T’m goin’; but if you see Black Mike, 
you tell him that if he don’t pay me that 
ten dollars he owes me, an’ pay it pronto, 
{ll blow his damn’ heart out!” 

“I'U see him, au’ {`I tell him, an‘ T’ 
collect th’ ten without no bloodshed,” 
said Bat with a smile. ‘‘Ilow is old 
Dad's cash holdin’ out ?”’ 

“There's enough for a day or two, an’ 
I don’t reckon he'll need money much 
longer than that; but you might tell th’ 
boys to kitty out another twenty-five. 
That'll shore see him through, Bat. Th’ 
old man is on his last trail, an’ right close 
to th’ end of it. After th’ twenty-five 


GUNMEN OF GLORY 75 


is gone, th’ town will have to pay for an- 
other pine box.’’ 

“Th? city ecouneil is talkin’ about cut- 
tin’ out piue boxes,’’ said Bat, grimly. 
“Taxes are gittin’ too high.’’ 

“Iuh!” sneered Rose, venomously. 
“They can keep their money! PU pay 
for th’ box, an’ it won’t be pine!’’ 

“*Reckon mebby th’ boys would rather 
do that themselves,’’ said Bat. ‘‘They 
figger you’ve done more’n yore share, 
nursin’ him like you’ve been. Oh! I 
near forgot: Big Sadie was ecomplainin’ 
about you an’ Claire bein’ away so 
much,’’ he said, grinning. ‘‘Some of th’ 
boys was ecomplainin’ that you don’t 
dance as lively as you used to.”’ 

‘To hell with th’ boys!’ snapped 
Rose. ‘‘Aun’ if Big Sadic don’t like our 
actions, sle can go to hell, an’ we’ll start 
a place of our own!’’ 

““Whieh was about th’ idear I left 
fermentin’ in her mind,’’ chuckled the 
marshal. ‘‘Good-bye, Rose. Good-bye!’’ 

“Oh, don’t get up a sweat!”’ she re- 
torted. ‘‘I’m goin’! Kid,” she said, tak- 
ing a quick step toward the dejected fig- 
ure slumped against the table. ‘‘Kid, 
I’m sayin’ good-bye. Think of me onee 
in a while.” She bent over swiftly, 
twisted his head around, and kissed him 
squarely on the mouth; and then the 
sudden swish of silk marked the passing 
of Rose out of his life. 

+ * * 

The east-bound pulled in with its usual 
puffing and roaring, and squealing and 
elanking of iron. While the engines were 
being changed and the boxes examined, 
the marshal of Bulltown and a slender 
stripling of a youth stood near the steps 
of the smoking ear. 

On the far side of the limited stood a 
west-bound freight, its erew idling until 
they got their orders and the switch 
light changed. At most of the stations 
the main-line switch was far enough 
down the track for it to be thrown as 
soon as a limited cleared it while slow- 
ing down for the platform; here, the 
main part of the siding lay east of the 
station, and nine times out of ten cast- 
bound trains rested on the points until 
they pulled out and went on their way. 

‘You’ve been right all along, Bat,’’ 
said the Kid, voluntarily. ‘‘Th’ place 
for me, right now, is with th’ old folks; 
an’ I knew it, too, only I was ornery an’ 
weak. Reckon it was just kinda because 


I eouldn’t get started thinkin’ along th’ 
right track; but I’m straightened out 
now, an’ I’ll shore be glad to see my old 
mother an’ dad. I—I don’t know how 
to thank you, Bat; you an’ all th’ rest 
of th’ boys, an’ Rose; but—I—well, 
JY 

“‘ Hell, Kid!’’ snapped the hard-boiled 
marshal, ‘‘That’s all right! This 
town’s tough as hell, an’ due to get 
tougher right soon, but she’s shore got a 
heart in her, down close by th’ tracks! 
If you want to please us, an’ Rose 
’specially, you head East, an’ stay there. 
If any more uncles, locoed or not, stake 
you to a ranch, you up an’ tell ’em to 
go to hell. You never was cut out for 
ranchin’, Kid; not never.” 

“I know it, now; but it’s too damn’ 
bad I didn’t know it before; but even so, 
it wasn’t th’ ranchin’—it was that gang 
of—!’’ 

“TI know that, too,” replied the mar- 
shal; ‘but other parts of th’ Southwest 
have gangs of too. Take south of 
here, in th’ Nations; oh, well, there ain’t 
no use of talkin’ about that. There’s th’ 
conduetor with his orders, as if he needs 
any ; he knows where he ll meet th’ west- 
bound, an’ so do I. Drop me a line, Kid, 
when—’’ 


WO shots rang out east of the station 

and they sounded as if they were 
north of the tracks, in forbidden terri- 
tory. 

Bat hastily gripped his companion’s 
hand, wrung it hard, whirled and 
sprinted toward the disturbance, draw- 
ing a wicked-looking Colt as he passed 
the platform. 

The youth watched him disappear into 
the darkness, had his attention distracted 
by the swinging lantern of a trainman, 
and climbed the steps of the smoking ear, 
walked swiftly through it, out of the 
rear door and dropped to the ground on 
the far side of the train as the wheels 
begun to move. Casting a swift glance 
to right and left, he saw the idle freight 
crew breaking up as one of its members 
hurried toward the main-line switch. 
For a moment the way was clear, and he 
darted forward under the nearest box 
car, and was snug on the rods before the 
operator hauded over the train orders. 

The switeh light changed, brakes 
rattled, and there came a jerking whieh 
passed from car to car as the long train 
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slowly got under way. The flanges bit 
on the eurve, the wheels clattered over 
the switch points, and the Kid was bound 
westward, back to the plaee he believed 
he belonged, on a voluntary journey to 
meet death. 

Riding the rails did not come easy to 
him, but that mattered little if he eould 
stiek to them until the next stop, where 
he eould leave the freight and wait for 
the next day’s accommodation without 
having to argue with the toughest city 
murshal along that railroad line. 

Daylight found him erawling from an 
empty box ear on the siding at Rawhide, 
in whieh he had passed the last part of 
the night. He found a lunchroom and 
had a hearty breakfast, and from there 
he wandered back to the traeks as a sec- 
tion gang opened the tool house. He was 
dispirited and lonesome, and something 
about the freckled-faced Irish foreman 
made him walk down the track. The 
hand ear was already speeding away, but 
it stopped at a little box-like structure 
painted a vivid red. When the Kid 
reached this place he saw black, corru- 
gated cans of blasting powder under the 
opened lid ; and a few boxes with a bright 
red stripe around them. 

The foreman looked up and around at 
the sound of steps, and nodded. 

“Howdy,” said the Kid, smiling a 
little. 

“Same to yerself, lad,” replied the 
foreman, loading a stinking pipe. 
Around the broken end of the elay stem 
eotton eord had been wound to make it 
easier on the teeth. ‘‘Lookin’ fer wur- 
ruk?” 

“No; not yet,” answered the Kid, his 
smile becoming bolder in the face of sueh 
friendliness. ‘‘Yon short a hand?” 

“No; not yit!” answered the foreman, 
speaking unnecessarily loud and putting 
heavy emphasis on the last word. His 
tobacco-stuined teeth were revealed m a 
broad grin. ‘‘But,’’ he continued, ‘‘ come 
night, we may be!’’ 

He looked at his gang and laughed, 
waving his hand at one of the red-banded 
boxes being placed on the ear. 

“ "Tis dynamite th’ lad’s earryin’: an’ 
see how gintle he handles it! HH I’ve 
towld thim onee th’ stuff ain’t dangerous, 
I've towld thim forty times! But these 
lads on th’ prairie divisions ain't used 
to it, a-tall, a-tall. Still, if th’ stuff’s 
owld, an’ has had th’ hot sun meltin’ th’ 


juice av it all summer long, thin mebby 
a man should be gintle handlin’ it. That 
box ain’t fair thawed out yit from th’ 
winter’s eold; but they handle ’em very 
gintle, notwithstandin’!”’ 

The crew laughed and looked a little 
sheepish, but shrugged their shoulders as 
if to say that they would rather look 
ridieulous in the eyes of one man than 
“‘natural’’ in the eyes of many, and 
cheerfully went on with their work. 


gH HY,” said the Kid, mainly for the 

sake of saving something, ‘‘1 allus 
reckoned th’ stuff was dangerous all th’ 
time. Ain’t it?’’ 

“No, lad; it ain’t,’’ said the foreman, 
pleased to be able to talk about some- 
thing he knew well. ‘‘Many’s th’ box 
I’ve paeked on hosses an’ mules up 
mountain trails that would worry a 
goat,” and he forthwith gave a practieal 
lecture on dynamite, its disposition, its 
use, its power, and its handling. Tle fin- 
ished with a eriticism of the division 
superintendent. 

“His surveyors an’ his ingineers towld 
him there was no rock there,” he said. 
“Thin they found it, a great ridge av 
it just under th’ top of a sharp swell. 
She was there, all right; an’ they either 
had to git it out or abandon th’ idear 
of a eut, an’ run hell an’ gone around 
th’ hill. It is a long hill, an’ th’ result 
is, here I am; au’ there’s th’ dynamite. 
There’s th’ stuff that ‘ll lift that roek like 
it was feathers.’’ He turned as he heard 
his name called, shoved out a hairy, eal- 
loused hand, wished his new acquain- 
tanee good luck, and swung onto the 
hand ear as it rolled past. 

“You'll hear us before th’ day’s 
over,’’ he called, and turned to grasp the 
flying handle. 

So, earelessly and coincidentally, are 
purposes shaped. and human destiny af- 
feeted. Seeds, falling on fertile earth, 
will sprout; aye, and the sprouting muy 
be unsuspected. 

In due time the Kid bonght a tieket 
on the accommodation for the station 
nearest to his destination; and it was 
nearer than either of the two mentioned 
by Hopalong. He was not concerned 
with visiting Willow Springs, needing 
no information about how to get to Hell's 
Center. 

After a long, hot, and dusty train ride, 
he swung down to the platform, at Dos 
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Algodoneros, and from that point of van- 
tage turned slowly on his heels to look 
the town over. No one whom he knew 
was in sight, and his glanee swept back 
toward the eorral where he would obtain 
a horse and outfit; but midway in its 
course it was arrested by a red-painted 
box several hundred yards down the 
railroad track, and in that instant an 
idea fairly exploded in his brain. 

He had left Hell’s Center hopeless 
and helpless, in no way able to eope with 
a single man in the town, not to consider 
them all; he would return still hopeless, 
so far as concerned anything which life 
might hold out for him; but he would re- 
turn far from helpless: he would have an 
army in a box. Now he hoped fiercely, 
with the savagery of a man whose one 
purpose is to destroy, that he would find 
not just one man, but all of them, and 
as close together as they could get. He 
now had more than a horse to buy: he 
needed two horses. Instead of one sad- 
dle he would get two: one for himself, 
and one pack saddle. As he tore his gaze 
from the red house of explosives there 
eame to him exultant eagerness, and to 
his face the first smile it had known in 
days. 

* * * 

At Dos Algodoneros the section fore- 
man emerged from the bunkhouse pick- 
ing his teeth after a saitsfactory break- 
fast. He flipped the toothpick from him, 
drew out his pipe, and felt for the to- 
bacco sack; and then he lowered both 
sack and pipe as he stared unbelievingly 
down the track. Was the explosive box 
open, or was he seeing things? The 
cover looked to be askew, and that 
meant— 

He sprinted along the right of way 
and realized that his wind was not as 
good as it should be. Yes, the cover was 
aslant, and he could see the wedge-shaped 
crack between its upper edge and the top 
of the box. Panting, he stopped before 
it. A powerful pry had been inserted in 
the crack bridged by the hinges, for they 
had been ripped loose, the serews torn 
out of the splintered wood. He threw 
the cover to the ground and looked in- 
side. What was missing, and how much? 

“Six tins of blastin’ powder; aye 
right. Ah, th’ dynamite! Let’s see, 
now,” he said to himself as he consid- 
ered it. ‘‘Yes: about fifty pounds! 
Great Gawd! Fifty pounds! Is he in- 


tendin’ to blow up th’ whole... ah, 
ha! a coil of fuse—six feet, I’d say. 
Now for th’ caps!’’? He picked up the 
topmost box, one which he himself had 
opened days before. He opened it again 
and ran his finger back and forth, back 
and forth, counting silently. He was not 
certain how many this broken box had 
held on the night before. Still, he could 
make a shrewd guess. ‘‘One cap, he 
took. Well, he might have taken th’ 
whole box—Great Gawd! One cap means 
one explosion! One explosion of fifty 
pounds of dynamite! What ... where 
23 


E was a railroad man, first, last, and 
always: and in his railroad man’s 
mind there was just one thought: the 
railroad! There was the trestle, out west 
of town; there were half a dozen roek 
cuts through lava ridges; there was a 
high fill, curving like a drawn bow. Dy- 
namite and the railroad! And only last 
week Number Six had been held up just 
west of the third cut beyond the town! 
He was not standing still while these 
thoughts poured through his mind like 
molten steel ; le was running at top speed 
toward the station, near which stood a 
one-armed scaffold holding a cut engine 
tire, the town’s only fire alarm. Pant- 
ing, he reached it; and, panting, he 
swung the sledge against the ringing 
steel again and again and again. 

Men dashed ont of doors, from every 
door in town. Some ran straight for the 
foreman, seeing his arms fall and rise 
and fall as the sledge struck home. 
Others dashed for corrals, and reap- 
peared mounted on leg-fanning ponies. 

“Fifty pounds of dynamite stolen!’’ 
he shouted to the foremost, the sledge 
falling from his hands. ‘‘ Another hold- 
up, mebby. Number Two is tearin’ in 
from th’ east! Scatter, boys! Up th’ 
track, an’ down it! Watch th’ rock 
cuts, th’ trestle, all curves, an’ th’ long 
fill! An’ watch yoreselves! Fifty 
pounds of dynamite with only one cap 
for th’ lot! You with horses: ride as 
far as you can before Number Two meets 
you!’’ 

He whirled to shout to the telegraph 
operator, but that person was also a rail- 
road man; the wires were carrying the 
warning in both directious. He heard 
the operator’s statement, and ran toward 
the tool shed, where his crew already had 


78 WESTERN NOVEL AND SHORT STORIES 


the hand ear on the rails. Somebody, 
ealling loudly, was running after him; 
and he angrily turned his head, and then 
eheeked himself and took the proffered 
rifle: a rifle might be needed in any mat- 
ter coneerning half a hundredweiglit of 
explosives! He dashed on again, threw 
his weight with that of the pushing crew, 
and. leaping to the platform of the roll- 
ing car, made the hardwood handles bend 
and creak. 

Number Two came and went in peace 
aud safety. Not a rock eut had been 
blasted to block the rails; the long fill 
had not even been seratched, and the 
trestle stood as sturdily as it had from 
the occasion of the building of it, when 
a eloudburst had wiped out its predeces- 
sor. 

The threat had been an empty one, but 
the frantic aetivities counected with it 
had cured the dwellers of Dos Algodon- 
eros of any desire for further searching; 
and accounted, perhaps, for the peaceful 
progress of a desert traveler. 

The Kid rode steadily ahead, the pack 
horse showing the way along the faint 
trail. The blazing sun struck down upon 
a jogging box covered with sacking, se- 
cured by an imperfeet packer’s hitch to 
the paek saddle. In this heated box the 
nitroglyeerin was slowly settling toward 
the lower ends of the sticks; but with full 
faith in the words of the Trish section 
foreman, and an apathy regarding what 
might happen to him, the Kid pushed on. 
In one poeket was a closely rolled coil 
of fuse; in another, two gleaming copper 
eaps, the seetion foreman’s estimate to 
the contrary notwithstanding, with ful- 
minate enough to tear off the jaw of the 
man who should bite one of them care- 
lessly ; and they had to be bitten when 
erimped onto the end of the fuses; but 
this would be another matter left to the 
merey of God. 


CHAPTER XXI 


steadily toward trouble in the 
Palmer House, where eonfnsion was 
mounting and riot seemed imminent. 
Liquor was flowing without stint, liquid 
bribes for votes. Murphy was bellowing 
challenges to fight any man in the world 
at rough-and-tumble; and despite his 
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known prowess, it began to look as if his 
hand would be ealled. The two candi- 
dates for the leadership of the gang were 
trying valiantly to quell the rising 
trouble and to get some kind of order. 
They were anxious to have the main 
question put to a vote and have it de- 
cided one way or the other. 

“Anny man in th’ worruld!’’ shouted 
Murphy, his inereasing brogue an indiea- 
tor of the amount of liquor he had 
downed. ‘f Anny damn’ man a-tall, a-tall! 
I’m th’ ehampeen  rough-an’-tumble 
fighter av th’ whole damn’ country an’ I 
ean lick anny man that says contrary l”? 

“‘Yes!’? sneered a gunman. ‘An’ 
what th’ hell is rongh-an’-tumble?’’ He 
pushed forward belligerently. ‘‘Rough- 
an’-tumble! It don’t settle nothin’ !’’ 

“Don’t it?’ roared Murphy, glaring. 
“It settles plenty when I’m doin’ th’ 
fightin’ l? His face and neck were like 
fire. Drunk he was; but he was still 
crafty. He read the threat in the other 
man’s eyes, but the gunman was just 
two steps too far away. 

The gunman sneered. He was stand- 
ing with his bowed legs slightly spread 
and he was swaying gently on his feet. 
His right hand patted his holster signifi- 
eantly. 

“Settles nothin’, he repeated in 
drunken insistenee. ‘‘Settles nothin’! 
But this does! This settles everythin’, 
an’ right now it’s goin’ to settle you, 
close yore noisy Irish mouth l’ 

Habit whieh had become instinct was 
not quite enough to overcome the blunt- 
ing effects of the liquor; his draw was 
bungled, his grip fumbling for an in- 
staut; and in that instant Murphy 
leaped, driving a straight left before 
him. The weight of his flying body was 
behind it. 

They went down locked in deadly grip 
and out of the flurry on the floor a gun 
went spinning against a wall. The erowd 
surged forward and back, giving grudged 
room for the combatants; and one man 
allowed his partisanship to outweigh his 
judgment: he took a short step forward 
and kieked Murphy with vieions 
strength; and he kicked with the heel and 
not with the toe, whieh showed that he 
was not as drunk as he might have been. 
The blow had no sooner landed than a 
man on his left, pivoting swiftly on one 
foot, sent a full arm swing to the point 
of the kicker’s jaw. The kicker, off bal- 
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ance, his head twisted awkwardly, 
pitched backward under the impact of 
the terrible blow, and the breaking of 
his neck sounded sharply. 

“Kill him!’’ roared Murphy, not 
knowing that his wish was gratified. He 
jammed his knee into the stomach of the 
man under him, and forced his straining 
thumbs deep into the strangling throat. 
‘*Settle nothin’?’’ he panted, arching his 
back to get more power into the thumbs. 
“Settle nothin’ eh? Well, mebby: for 
it’s shure goin’ to settle you l? 

George White darted forward to grab 
Murphy, seeing that his victim was being 
killed; Paso Frank, thinking it was as- 
sistance, threw himself against the rival 
candidate. 

**Paso!’’? grunted White, clinching 
with his adversary. ‘‘Murphy’s killin’ 
him! Let me loose an’ help me tear him 
off!’’ He turned a strained face to the 
spell-bound spectators, crying his warn- 
ing. 

“So he is!’’ shouted an unsteady voice. 
“Th’ Trish—!”’ 

The crash of the gun filled the room 
with sound and smoke; and Murphy, 
slumping, loosed his grips, rolled off his 
victim and, glaring red-eyed about the 
circle, dragged himself toward the 
shooter. Before the man knew he was in 
danger Murphy grabbed his legs and 
brought him down. The flailing gun ex- 
ploded and a window crashed; again it 
fired, and a man moaned and slid to the 
floor; the third shot sent a puff of adobe 
dust sifting down from the ceiling; and 
then it dropped from the hand that held 
it and slid under a table. 


ANHANDLE pushed through the 
crowd, bent over and placed his hand 
on Murphy’s shoulder. 

‘Murphy ! You can’t kill a dead man! 
Murphy!’’ 

“Another wan, eh?’’ growled the 
Berserker Irishman, throwing a huge 
arm around Panhandle’s shoulder; and 
then, suddenly growing limp. he slumped 
back across the man he had killed. 

Panhandle stood up and looked 
around. The two leaders had quit strug- 
gling and were again trying tc calm their 
henchmen. Bill was leaning against the 
wall, just inside the rear door; Dave and 
Wyatt stood beside the front door ; Matt, 
attracted by the shooting, was outside the 
building, leaning on the sill of an open 


window, his head and shoulders inside 
the room. Panhandle turned, stepped 
through a gap in the crowd, and moved 
swiftly along the side wall on his way to 
join Bill. 

A drunken bully, whose business was 
the robbing of trains, caught sight of the 
swiftly moving puncher, and lurched 
after him, mumbling curses. 

‘Where you goin’, you tin- 
horn?’’ he shouted, and the crowd, 
caught by this new development, ceased 
its quarreling and gave its attention to 
the new entertainment. 

Panhandle stopped and turned, facing 
the advancing bully. 

‘That’s my business, strange as it may 
seem,’ he said quietly, and then he raised 
his voice, looking quickly at the two 
leaders. ‘‘You’ve got four dead men 
now to take care of,” he said. ‘‘Why 
make it five, or more?’’ 

“I votes for George White!’’ yelled 
a leather-lunged thief, flourishing an 


arm. ‘‘Come on: let’s vote!’’ 
éé Vote ! 7? 
“Vote! I make two for White!’’ 


The drunken bully hesitated, stopped, 
and then lurched on again, his bloodshot 
eyes on the gambler’s face. 

“What th’ hell do you care about dead 
men?” he asked loudly. ‘‘Dead men 
shouldn’t worry you or yore friends! 
Who are you, an’ what are you doin’ 
here, all of you?” 

“Let him alone, Hansen! 
alone, an’ vote P”? 

‘‘ Come on, Hansen! There’s two votes 
for White already! What do you say ?”’ 

‘What do J say?” asked the bully, 
stopping again and partly turning. “ʻI 
don’t know. What do I say?” 

‘*Come on, Ole. Let Panhandle alone,”’ 
ordered George White. ‘‘If yo’re a 
friend of mine, now’s th’ time to show 
it: how you votin’?”’ 

“AN right: I’m votin’? for George 
White,’’ said Hansen, and again faced 
the gambler. ‘‘How you votin’?’’ he 
demanded pugnaciously. 

‘He can’t vote: he’s a strauger,” 
called a voice. 

“That’s just what I was tellin’ 
you!’’ retorted Hansen, triumphantly. 
“Theyre all strangers: to us! They ain’t 
strangers to each other. Who killed 
what 's-his-name? That Bill feller, there 
by th’ door. Who killed whosis? That 
Johnny feller. Who killed what’s-his- 


Let him 
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name’s pardner? That Bill feller! An’ 
now who you fixin? to kill?’’ he de- 
manded, glaring at the gambler. 

“Only a half-witted Swede named 
Hansen!” retorted Panhandle. ‘‘ Unless 
yore friends make you shut up yore big 
mouth!’’ 

**Yo're fixin’ to kill—me?’’ shouted 
the Swede in a burst of fury. His hand 
flashed down and fumbled at the gun in 
the holster as the erowd surged to get 
out of the way. 

Panhandle, too, moved his hand; his 
left hand, which darted out like a rapier 
and landed against the Swede’s unpro- 
tected jaw. Thrown off his balanee, his 
groping hand missing the butt of the gun, 
the Swede was a mark for a second 
punch. It came. Tex eurved over a 
right swing that dropped the dazed bully 
like a hammer blow. 

“I could ’a’ shot him just as easy,” 
said the gambler, eoldly and ealmly. 
“He is drunk,” he explained. ‘‘ When 
he gets sober you ean tell him that was 
th’ reason I didn’t shoot. Anybody else 
mindin’ my business for me?” 


GROWL ran through the erowd, 

and amoug the muttered phrases 
were references to the suppositious close- 
ness of the six strangers. The point 
was being made seriously, and it seemed 
to have been discussed previously. 

Panhandle stood quictly until the 
rumbling eeased, and then he spoke. 

“*You,’’ he said, looking a man square- 
ly in the eye, ‘‘just said that us 
strangers seem to hang together. I'm 
obliged to you for th’ idear. If I have 
anythin’ to say about it, after this day’s 
hell-raisin’, we will hang together as long 
as we stay in ITell’s Center. We may 
have a chance for our lives if we gang 
up. I’m notifyin’ yon, now, that we are 
goin’ to gang up. You fellers are goin’ 
to have some votin’; but I'll have my 
eleetion first.” 

He looked toward the front door, 
where Dave and Wyatt leaned earelessly 
against the wall, ready with four guns 
to sweep the room. 

‘You, Dave,” he ealled. ‘‘You just 
heard th’ idear. You in favor of us 
strangers gangin’ up?” 

“I was kinda hopin’ to fit in with th’ 
other erowd, Panhandle,’’ said Dave, 
slowly; ‘‘but th’ way things have gone, 
I'll team up with you an’ yore pardner, 
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gladly ; if my own pardner is willin’. 

‘Second best is better than third 
best,’’ said Wyatt. ‘I was hopin’ like 
Dave, here; but I’m with you, Panhan- 
dle. We vote yes.”’ 

The gambler turned slightly and 
looked at Matt, who still was framed by 
the window easing. 

“How ‘bout you an’ that Johnny 
feller ?’’ Panhandle asked him. 

“I ain’t got much sense,” replied 
Matt; “but I’ve shore got sense enough 
to say yes to that. I’ll join yore gang, 
Panhandle, an’ I shore ean speak for 
Johnny. He allus does what 7 do: has 


? 


-been doin’ it for years.’’ 


““There’s th’ answer, hombre,” said 


Panhandle, smiling as he squarely faced 
the outlaw. ‘‘ White’s got his gang; Paso, 
his’n; an’ I got mine. We’re mindin’ our 
own business, as long as nobody minds 
it for us. If you feel any iteh toward 
mindin’ our business, you II be better off 
if you take it out in scratehin’. Go ahead 
with yore eleetion: may th’ best man 
win.” 

“Three eheers for Panhandle !”’ yelled 
a red-faeed inebriate, hoping for an ex- 
tra round of drinks. 

*‘Three cheers nothin shouted an- 
other. ‘‘I’m votin’ for Paso! To hell 
with Panhandle. Let’s hold this here 
eleetion!”’ 


2499 


‘*George White, for me! Come on, 
fellers: line up for George”? 
‘“Who’s goin’ to eonnt ‘em?’ de- 


manded a man in a eorner. ‘‘Last time 
we had a real eleetion we eleeted Big 
Henry: an’ that damn’ Swede voted 
three times! Who’s goin’ to count ’em?”’ 

“Leave it to th’ bartender,’’ suggested 
Paso Frank. ‘‘Let Spike do th’ 
eountin’.”’ 

“Like hell!’’ yelled Spike, smelling 
plenty of trouble ahead for the umpire. 
He eared nothing for empty honors. 

“Shore! Let Spike. Line up, fel- 
lers!” 

“I tell you I don’t want to have 
nothin’ to do with it!’’ prutested Spike 
earnestly. 

“Hell you don’t! What you got to say 
about it?’ demanded a pugnaeious out- 
law. 

“All right! All right!’’ hastily re- 
plied Spike, preferring to defer trouble 
rather than rush to meet it. ‘‘Line up. 
I'll eall yore names an’ eheek ’em with— 
with eoins. Th’ pile with th’ most eoins 
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wins. Ready? All right: Squint John- 
son—one silver dollar for George White. 
Red Flint—one silver dollar for White.’’ 
An so the election proceeded, during 
which Panhandle and his friends quietly 
left the building and moved to the gen- 
eral store; but they took plenty of time 
to cover the short distance. and stopped 
frequently to discuss matters. 


NTERING the store, each made 
casual purchases, running mostly to 
tobacco and cartridges; but every man’s 
eyes were busy and every man’s mind 
sized up the building and weighed its de- 
fensive points. 

Its walls were of adobe, two feet thick 
all the way up to the flat roof, and eap- 
able of stopping bullets. Its front and 
rear doors had been thriftily made out 
of broken and abandoned wagon tongues, 
laid side to side, tightly together; and 
the cross-pieces were also from wagon 
tongues. Most of the iron work had been 
forged from wagon tires, tires four 
inches wide and half an inch thick. The 
doors had been built to protect valuable 
goods in a lawless town. 

The window shutters were two-inch 
hardwood planks, strapped together by 
wagon-tire cross-pieces. In the center of 
each was a narrow loophole, beveled on 
its inner edge. In each door, also, was 
a loophole. With its regular stock of 
goods the place was provisioned for al- 
most an unlimited siege of a garrison of 
six. 

Hopalong appreciated its strength, but 
he was regarding it with a frown: the 
thought of playing the part of the be- 
sieged did not please him. 

Back in the Palmer House the election 
was over, and the better man had won; 
he was the better man because he had 
more votes than his rival. Neither he nor 
the defeated candidate measured np to 
any of their predecessors in office, and 
each was suspicious of the other. Up to 
now the gang had been somcthing of a 
unit, but now there were strong signs of 
factional leanings. Paso Frank only 
bided his time, and with him bided his 
friends. 

* * * 

Across the desert a dejected horseman 
slowly pushed on his way, a plodding 
pack horse before him. Ile entered the 
lava desert from the southwest. The go- 
ing was harder, but the trail was shorter; 


and it was the trail he knew well. Mile 
after mile he pushed on, sometimes nap- 
ping in the saddle; and when he camped 
it was more from force of habit, the habit 
of resting at night. He built himself a 
campfire, hobbled his two horses, and 
opened a can of beans. Half of them had 
been eaten when a blood-curdling shriek 
sounded from the surrounding darkness. 

Startled, the Kid placed the can on the 
ground beside him and drew a gun. He 
made no effort to get to his feet, no effort 
to draw back from the revealing light of 
his small fire. After a moment he placed 
the gun aeross his thighs and reached for 
the can. Nothing human had made that 
sound, aud whatever had made it would 
have to come to him before it became a 
danger. If it came, he would shoot it; 
if it did not, all right. 

Again the shriek sounded, much closer, 
and the Kid twisted part way around to 
face its direction. There came a third 
shriek, half-hearted, jerky; and then a 
burst of crazy laughter introduced the 
lean, bent figure of an old man, It hov- 
ered about in the sage, just beyond the 
edge of the firelight. It was very fa- 
miliar, and the Kid ealled out. 

*“Come up, Loco,” he said. ‘‘1’ve got 
some beans.’’ 

“Smart, ain’t you?” jeered the voice 
from the sage. 

‘Come on, Loco; time to eat.” 

“Ha-ha! Think yore smart! You can’t 
trick me!” 

“Come on, Uncle; have some beans 
with me.’’ 

‘Well! Mebby—mebby. Yes, sir: it is! 
That you, Jimmy?”’ 

‘Yes. What you doin’ out here? 
Prospectin’?”’ 

“Yes, prospeetin’: an’ I’m right close 
onto it, Jimmy,” confided the old man, 
sidling into the firelight. He moved up 
close to the calm young man, ready to 
jump baek, peered at him, and then prod- 
ded him with a testing finger. ‘‘It is: 
yes, sir! It’s Jimmy! 1’m right close 
onto it, Jimmy ; but it ain’t nowhere ear 
here,” he hastily added. ‘‘ You couldn’t 
find it, not never! Nobody can find it but 
me! No, sir!’’ 

The Kid humored the old man, won- 
dering why they both should be so ac- 
cursed : one by insanity, the other by life 
itself, 

“Run high to th’ ton, Uncle?” he 
asked. 
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“Grades up, grades up higher’n a 
kite, Jimmy. Quartz! Mountains of it. 
Quartz!”’ 

‘*Figger to blast ?’’ asked the Kid, still 
humoring the unfortunate. 

“Smart, ain’t you?” retorted the old 
man, his eyes gleaming with cunning. 
“You goin’ home?”’ 


HE Kid looked at him quickly, smoth- 
ered the curse, and silently nodded. 

‘‘Reckoned so, seein’ you headin’ in. 
Maregv ll be glad to see you. Go with you, 
I will. Quartz! Grades up higher’n a 
kite, Jimmy, Got to blast, I reckon.’’ He 
seratehed his head. ‘‘Ain’t got no pow- 
der nor dynamite. Go home with you, 
I will. Quartz! Mountains of it”? 

The Kid pulled his hat down far on his 
forehead to hide the bitter tears filming 
his eyes. The old man had been ‘‘queer”’ 
for years, but since that day ... He 
sighed, noticed the gun, and absent- 
mindly holstered it. Home! God! 

“Set still!’? whispered the old man, 
and he slipped out of sight into the sage, 
moving as silently as a ghost. He 
searched swiftly and found what he was 
looking for. Again the shriek rang out, 
and he emerged with his noise-maker 
hugged tightly in his arms. As le passed 
the pack saddle and the box, he kicked 
the latter experimentally. 

“Easy, Loeo: that’s dynamite 
warned the Kid, but withont much in- 
terest. It might be better for both of 
them if the thing exploded. 

“Toeo’s hungry,” announced the old 
man. hurrying up to the fire. 

His face was averted, hiding his 
thoughts. Dynamite for his quartz! 
Dynamite! He knew all about dynamite. 
There was a fuse, and a cap. You split 
the fuse to give the match a good chance. 
You crimped the cap on the other end of 
the fuse. You made a hole in one stiek. 
Quartz: a mountain of it! 

“Beans are all I’ve got,” said the 
Kid, opening a ean and landing it mto 
the eager grasp of the hungry guest ; and 
then he began to ask questious, patiently, 
infinitely patiently; questious repeated 
again and again before the old man’s 
sick mind seused their import; but once 
sensed, Loeo spoke on endlessly ; and out 
of the welter of nonsense there emerged, 
occasionally, some fact worth while. 

At dawn the Kid awakened, drank his 
fill from a canteen, and emptied another 
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can of beans. Loco was not to be seen; 
aud neither was the box of dynamite or 
the pack horse. 

Swearing under his breath the Kid ate 
his hurried breakfast, saddled up, and 
followed the tracks of the missing horse. 
There was nothing else he could do: he 
needed that army-in-a-box. The tracks 
led him roundabout in a direction bear- 
ing steadily in the general direction of 
Hell’s Center, and from their gencral 
drift he knew that they would take him 
around the town on the north. Well, the 
old man had the dynamite, for awhile; 
but he did not have the fuse or the caps. 
To reassure himself in this regard, the 
Kid felt iu his pockets, and swore again: 
the old man had them all! 


CHAPTER XXII 


ELL’S CENTER had once been 
H quite a town, but not so large a 
town as, let us say, Rhyolite. In 
population it had been very 
mueh less, for after the blush of the first 
rush it had shrunk swiftly. There were 
no ore-laden hills surrounding it like a 
horseshoe; there were no mines making 
dark holes in the hillsides; no dumps of 
tailings to fall, fanwise, down the rocky 
slopes. There was no railroad station ; no 
twin lines of water pipes erossing tle 
desert to it; it had no house built of beer 
boitles; it had no two-story stone store; 
no conerete schoolhouse with a slate roof. 
In only one way was it like Rhyolite and 
other deserted Western mining towns: it 
had been built, used for a short time, 
and then deserted. It had become, for a 
time, a ghost town to cheer an unsuspect- 
ing desert traveler until he reached it 
and fonnd out what it was. 

North of the general store, on the same 
side of the street with it, and not more 
than two score paces distant, stood the 
Palmer House. South of the store, on 
the same side of the street, was a vacant 
lot. Beyond this lot was what was left 
of a frame shack, a hurriedly erected af- 
fair for the dealing of three-card monte 
by an itinerant gambler in the days when 
Hell’s Center was a busy town. The sun 
had shrunk the boards until they had 
pulled loose from most of the nails which 
held them ; and the desert winds, at times 
high, had found many places for success- 
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ful attacks. The framework still stood, 
but the roof had caved in on the south 
side; and in all this general deerepitude 
there was one noticeable, almost startling 
thing: not a nail was rusted. 

A short distanee south of this dilap- 
idated structure was one of the numerous 
adobe corrals which dotted the town. At 
one time there had been strings of pack 
trains moving to and from Hell’s Center; 
a stage coach had made three trips a 
week across the desert. Transportation 
had been entirely by flesh, and the better 
stock had been grain-fed. 

This eorral, sound almost as the day it 
had been built, was a space perhaps ten 
paces wide and thirty long, and was en- 
closed by a wall which stood nearly shoul- 
der high. Even now it was used ocea- 
sionally, as was shown by the signs; but 
only when some sudden aetivity seized 
upon the town. 

The sky was moonless, but peppered by 
stars. The night was, therefore, dark as 
desert nights beeome. Two figures 
moved cautiously through the sage, draw- 
ing steadily nearer to the corral, the ren- 
dezvous. From the south two more 
slowly came into sight, heading for the 
same point. The four men met at the 
south gate, exchanged low comments, and 
divided into separate units. Two of these 
moved in opposite direetions around the 
outside of the wall; the other two, around 
the inside. There was no reason for this 
scouting except habitual caution. They 
met again at the gate, and moved slowly 
through it toward the center of the cor- 
ral. From the west came another figure, 
moving swiftly with choppy strides; and 
on the other side of the street, coming 
from the east, was a sixth, also moving 
swiftly. They met at the cast gate, mum- 
bled something to each other, and en- 
tered the enclosure. 

“Quien es?’’ asked a low voice. 

“It’s us, Tex: Johnny an’ Matt. We 
all here?” 

“Yes, answered another voice. ‘‘ Any- 
body see you headin’ this way ?”’ 

“Not that we know of, Hoppy. We 
was right eareful.”’ 

“Set down. It’s time we all had a 
good talk. Things are gettin’ ready to 
move lively; an’ if we want to have any 
say about how they’re goin’ to move, we 
got to wrestle it out tonight. Anybody 
got any idears?’”’ 

“Mebby, Hoppy: but let’s hear yourn 


first,’’ said Dave Saunders, speaking so 
softly as barely to be heard. 

“You ean talk louder, Dave, if you 
want to,’’ said Tex, grinning in the dark- 
ness. ‘‘They’re still raisin’ hell in th’ 
Palmer House, eelebratin’ th’ vietory.’’ 

“Yeah; but Paso Frank an’ his gang 
was in th’ blaeksmith shop th’ last I 
know of ’em, an’ they ain’t eelebratin’ 
any victory,” said Johnny. ‘‘Looks like 
th’ Hell’s Center gang is splittin’ up.”’ 


a OT enough to keep ’em split up if 

they are threatened by outsiders,’’ 
said Wyatt Duncan. ‘‘That would be th’ 
best thing that could happen to them fel- 
lers right now.’’ 

“‘Shore would,” grunted Matt. 

“What’s under yore hat, Hoppy?’’ 
asked Tex. 

“First, there are two left out of th’ 
gang that murdered th’ Kid’s wife—two 
of th’ skunks left,’’ said the leader. 
“George White an’ Paso Frank.”’ 

“Hell l’ snorted Matt. ‘‘Two is only 
two. Mean’ Johnny ean get ’em both in 
five minutes. Go on.” 

‘“We’ve been foreed to come out in th’ 
open an’ gang up,’’ said Hopalong. 
“T’m surprised that we didn’t have to do 
it sooner. However, that’s faet. There are 
lots of suspicions loose about us. We’ve 
killed or had a hand in th’ killin’ of the 
four leaders. That was th’ thing that 
made it so noticeable, that set them to 
thinkin’ an’ made ’em figger we was all 
well known to each other. That, an’ 
droppin’ into town purty close to th’ 
same time. Th’ meat in these remarks 
is that we are all braided together. We 
are a third gang; an’ an outside gung; a 
gang that picks off th’ leaders of th’ 
main gang. That right?’’ 

‘Shore ; an’ we’re damn’ good pickers. 
Go ahead.’’ 

‘“When we came in here our idear was 
to get them six skunks an’ elear out,” 
continued Hopalong. ‘‘We was on th’ 
offensive, nat’rally. Gangin’ up has 
started us th’ other way; an’ I never 
thought much of goin’ on th’ defensive. 
Mebby we’ll have to. We are only six 
ag’in near thirty. We are all friends, 
an’ a feller don’t like to see his friends 
killed.” 

He waited a moment, but in the end 
he had to break the silence himself. 

‘We’ve got th’ general store picked 
out as our fort if we get hard pressed,’’ 
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he continued. ‘‘That’s all right: that’s 
only common sense, if we have to have 
such a place. There’s a question that’s 
been botherin’ me for th’ last couple of 
days. I don’t know that I can make it 
as plain to you fellers as it is to me, that 
I can make it as plain as I’d like to; but 
if you would like to listen, Ill try.’’ 

‘‘ Go ahead,’’ muttered Dave. 

“Keep ridin,’’ said Matt. 

“AN right,’’ went on Hopalong. ‘‘We 
sce what’s comin’. It’s right plain. 
Sooner or later we’re goin’ to be drove 
into that store an’ stand off a siege, if we 
just wait an’ let th’ other fellers make 
all th’ leads. That ain’t good medicine. 
When a feller waits till his hand is 
foreed, he generally ain’t got mucli 
choice of action; he generally has to 
kinda do what th’ other feller wants him 
to. Siege is slow business, an’ right try- 
in’ business. Thirty to six don’t suit me 
a-tall, ’specially with th’ leaders alive to 
hold th’ gang together an’ to direct it. 
It’ll mostly be rifle work, an’ them fellers 
are as good with rifles, shootin’ mostly 
from beliind cover an’ over fixed ranges, 
as we are. Our shootin’ places will be 
fixed, an’ easy watched. They can move 
around an’ shoot from uuexpected places, 
an’ they can lose five men to our one. 
You savvy all this?” 

Grunts of affirmation answered him. 

“All right, then. There ain’t a man 
of us that has an equal in that gang when 
it comes to Colts,” he said, ‘‘but Colts 
won’t figger much. They ain’t got no 
plan of action laid out now; but we will 
have, if we’re wise. We can walk into 
th’ Palmer Iouse just like we have been 
walkin’ into it: two by two. We can 
make up our minds to all act together 
at th’ same time an’ at th’ first excuse, 
an’ act sudden. We’ll have th’ jump on 
’em right at th’ start. From then on 
Nature will take her course, an’ th’ store 
is always handy for them of us that can 
make it; either th’ store or our own 
hosses. I’d rather take to th’ hosses after 
th’ job has been done; an’ I know a way 
to get to ’em, an’ get away on ’em, an’ 
take our own time ridin’ out. But 
there’s a better way than that.”’ 

Again he paused, waited for remarks. 
None came. 


IS auditors moved gently in the 
darkness, shifting for comfort ; but 
they all had followed bim and were con- 


tent to hear him out before making any 
comment. 

“Take that store, now,” Ilopalong 
pursued. ‘‘It’s th’ best chance fort I’ve 
seen in many a day. Stocked plumb full 
of grub, with near sixty gallons of drink- 
in’ water in an open barrel, which means 
a loss of two, three gallous a day from 
evaporation ; but, even so, it’s right good. 
Th’ doors are wagon tongues, an’ th’ 
shutters right strong. It couldn’t hardly 
be any better, an’ it might come in right 
handy, if we’re foreed to turn to it. It’s 
right where we need it if things go 
wrong.” 

“‘There’s somethin’ under yore hat 
that’s goin’ to be interestin’,’’ murmured 
Johnny, nudging his friend Matt, who 
was having a thorouglily good time. ‘‘Go 
on, Hoppy: this takes me back a dozen 
years, an’ there ain’t nothin’ on earth 
any better than that.” 

Tex laughed softly, nodding in the 
dark. Ilis mind was racing back over 
that dozen years, jumping from higli spot 
to high spot. He would give every dollar 
he owned if he could go back to the be- 
ginning of that dozen years and travel 
the trail over again. 

““Tloppy’s gettin’ old,” he jecred hap- 
pily. ‘‘My Gawd! He’ll be a young 
feller when he’s eighty. Go ahead, 
Gran’pa: we’re listenin’. ” 

“All right,” said Hopalong, grinning. 
‘Now it strikes me that any bunch of 
damn’ fools can get themselves herded 
into a fort by a larger crowd, an’ die 
there, one by one.” His voice was be- 
coming edged. 

“ Th’ garrison may kill off three times 
their own number. They might make a 
wonderful stand-off; but that won't do 
them a mite of good if they’re killed. De- 
fense is all right when there ain’t nothin’ 
else left; but let me tell you that a stiff 
punch has got a lot more in it than a 
parry has, every time! Th’ whole thing 
siminers right down to a question of 
judgment: when is it time to hole up an’ 
go on th’ defense?”’ 

“I saw one punch today that was a 
lot better than a parry,” chuckled 
Wyatt. ‘‘That last one of Panhandle’s, 
for instance.’’ 

“Don`t embarrass me, Wyatt,’’ said 
Tex. ‘‘Go on, Hoppy.”’ 

« All right. I’m figgerin’ that th’ time 
ain’t come for us to pull in our horns au’ 
let th’ other fellers do th’ fiddlin’. But 
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to make that right certain we’ve got to 
lay out some plan, look over th’ ground, 
an’ each man play his part accordin’ to 
Hoyle. Of course, no series of fixed 
plans can be stuck to closely ; but that’s 
where brains come in; an’ that is where 
I’m settin’ a damn’ sight prettier than 
either one of th’ other leaders in this 
town. I’m leadin’ brains, th’ best brains 
in th’ cow country. When one of you 
fellers has got to step aside from a 
planned course, you’ll step right. I can 
count on that.’’ 

There was another silent interval, and 
then Hopalong went on again. 

“George White an’ Paso Frank are th’ 
other leaders,’’ he said, ‘‘an’ they are 
th’ two that are left out of th’ six that 
we came in here to execute. Now I mean 
that word ‘execute’—it’s some different 
from just plain killin’.’’ 

Another silence, and again he went on: 

‘‘There’s th’ Palmer House, where 
they all hang out. That blacksmith shop 
ain’t got any liquor, an’ TP’ bet it’s 
empty right now. When th’ trouble starts 
they’l] all be in th’ Palmer House, if we 
make our plays like we should. That 
rests on our own shoulders, an’ only goes 
to prove that th’ defense has got to take 
what it can get. They'll all be in th’ 
Palmer House. 

‘Th’ Palmer House has got one blank 
wall: th’ south one. There’s one door in 
th’ baek wall, an’ no window. There 
are two windows in th’ north wall. 
There’s one door an’ one window in th’ 
front wall. None of them are loopholed. 
To be of any use th’ doors have got to be 
open, at least on a craek. A stream of 
lead pourin’ in through th’ eracks will 
make them doors shut, an’ shut quick an’ 
tight. That leaves th’ windows. They 
ain’t got shutters. They are open win- 
dows. To shoot out of a window a man’s 
got to show about half of his head. There 
are three windows. Two or three good 
rifle shots layin’ outside can cover ‘em 
all, an’ at th’ same time take care that 
th’ doors don’t open enough to let a man 
slip out. Even if it happens to be dark, 
there’ll be enough starlight to see any- 
body movin’ ag’in that light-colored 
*dobe wall.’’ 


GAIN he paused and again there was 

a moment of silence, but this time 

the silence secmed to be electric. His 
auditors’ minds leaped ahead of his next 


words and they sensed what was coming. 
The very audacity of it thrilled them. All 
of these men regarded audacity as a par- 
ticularly bright star in the firmament of 
endeavor; all of them had made valuable 
use of it time and again; as a matter of 
fact they all were what they were because 
of it. 

‘That gang,” said Hopalong slowly 
and softly, ‘‘ bein’ five to one, ain’t wor- 
ryin’ very much about us, an’ it’s takin’ 
its own time. They’ll just brush us off, 
kinda, if we get to pesterin’ ’em, or when 
they fcel like it. They ain’t worryin’ 
about no damn’ fool plays. They ain’t 
got no reason to worry about ’em. Why 
should they? They're thirty, ain’t they? 
—an’ we’re only six. They ain’t locoed 
enough to reckon that six men are fig- 
gerin’ on coopin’ up thirty men inside a 
house, an’ keep ’em inside, by Gawd, till 
they beg for mercy, or th’ fool six clear 
out without no danger of bein’ followed. 
No, they ain’t that crazy: but J am!” 

“By Gawd!” breathed Matt Skinner. 
ck So m TI 

“Man, oh, man!’’ muttered Dave 
Saunders, a vivid picture coming into 
his mind. ‘‘I’ve wasted thirty years, 
Hoppy, by not knowin’ you!”’ 

‘‘ Growin’ old, huh, Hoppy?’’ chuckled 
Tex. ‘‘Yo’re like some wines: th’ older 
you grow, th’ better you get. This means 
team-work, an’ lots of thought. She’s 
shore got to be figgered, an’ figgered 
right.” 

“It’s plain as hell,’’ growled Wyatt 
Duncan in open admiration, ‘‘but it took 
brains to see it, just th’ same.” He 
stirred gently. ‘‘Goon, Hoppy.”’ 

“Yes, it’s got to be done right,’’ said 
Hopalong slowly. ‘‘We’ve got to pick th’ 
time. We can’t do it in daylight, because 
they all won’t be in there then. Night is 
wheu they gather, an’ night is our time; 
but not too early. It’s th’ darkness that 
makes our danger of failin’. We want 
light enough to see well. That means we 
got to make it as late at night as we can; 
as close to dawn as possible. We can't 
all be there with them. Everythin’ has 
got to be ready on th’ outside when th’ 
break comes. Two of us in th’ Palmer 
House will be enough. I'm plannin’ on 
bein’ one of ’em, seein’ that I ain’t a 
family man. Nobody is dependent on me. 
As a matter of fact, if it’s needed, I ean 
be both: there’s really no reason for two 
men to take th’ risk.’’ 


d 
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Growls interrupted him, growls from 
five volunteers. They would not let him 
go on. It seemed that they all belicved 
that he had done his own share already ; 
more than his own share. Tex claimed 
a place as one of the pair detailed to 
work in the room; but Tex was ruled out 
by a few grunts. He, too, had enjoyed 
more than his fair share of the excite- 
ment. Johnny fell under the same 
classification : hadn’t he killed Tom Wal- 
ters, on the poor end of an even break, 
and while turning cartwhecls? Tex, 
Hopalong, and Johnny were out of that 
job, and out of it cold. Must they be 
hogs? Couldn’t they give somebody else 
a chance to justify such a long journey? 

“Let all that wait,’’ said Iopalong, 
calmly. ‘‘That’s somethin’ that can be 
decided by th’ flip of a coin; there’s more 
important things to be talked over.’’ 

‘Flippin’ a coin is th’ answer,’’ said 
Dave; ‘‘but only if Wyatt, Matt, an’ me 
do th’ flippin’. This ean be settled by one 
word from you fellers: let’s settle it 
now.”’ 

There was a little argument, but in the 
end Dave’s suggestion was allowed: the 
other three were out of the inside work. 

“Why am I figgerin’ it like this?” 
asked Hopalong, resuming his talk, as if 
someone had asked him that question. 
‘‘Th’ main reason is that we have got to 
get away from here some time, away 
from this town an’ away from this part 
of th’ country. We got to get away, an’ 
we want to do it in safety, if it’s possible. 
I figger it is.” 


E waited a moment for questions 
that did not come, and then went 
on again, 

“If we were all single men, we might 
be crazy enough to make a last-stand play 
for other folks to talk about; but I’m th’ 
only unmarried man here, an’ I’m kinda 
holdin’ myself responsible to five women. 
If there’s any last-stand foolishness to be 
done, I’ll do it myself; an’ that’s shore 
out of style with me this year. There 
ain `t no need for it. 

“Part of our job has still got to be 
done ; but I figger that it’s shapin’ up so 
it ean be done right quick. That was one 
of th’ reasons why I wanted to be one of 
th’ men in that room when th’ show- 
down comes; but second thought tells 
me that I got no real reason for it; every 
one of you fellers is just as well qualified 


to take that end of it as I am; better, 
mebby, bein’ younger. It’s a damn’ des- 
perate job.’’ 

A low ripple of laughter answered him, 
and various comments were made; but no 
one shaped his complimentary remarks 
in such a way that would lead Hopalong 
to believe that the job really should be 
his. Good jobs were scarce. 

“A good general allus keeps out of th’ 
fightin’, so he can sce all of it,’’ said 
Wyatt, smiling in the darkness. He was 
nobody’s fool. 

‘Yes, sir!’’? endorsed Matt, emphat- 
ically. Matt’s frame of mind was altering 
itself to look upon his good friends 
Wyatt and Dave as rivals, friendly 
rivals, of course; but rivals, just the 
same. He was not going to be one of the 
two to call the turn of the coin first; that 
would make it necessary for him to call 
it right twice in succession. Then he 
realized that one call would decide it: 
two of the three would get the job. He 
quit figuring percentages and let his 
mind roam around a little without hob- 
bles, and this was his reward: 

“Them fellers inside th’ room oughta 
be right young fellers,’’ he said, glancing 
around for endorsements. He reeeived 
none, and felt that, somehow, his bril- 
liant thought had fallen flat. It had. 

“Tve been figgerin’ this thing out for 
three, four days,’’ admitted Hopalong. 
“That means I’ve been lookin’ th’ 
grouud over. I haven’t had this whole 
idear for that long, but I’ve been wras- 
tlin’ right hard, just th’ same. Th’ lay- 
out couldn’t be better if I’d made it my- 
self. Th’ town’s full of old ’dobe cor- 
rals; an’ three or four of them are just 
in th’ right places. Here,’’ he said, and 
explained his plans in minute detail. At 
the conclusion of his talk about this par- 
ticular bit of strategy in the art of war, 
he insisted upon discussion, and sat back 
to answer questions. 

There were not many questions, and 
those that were asked only showed that 
he was right when he claimed that his 
gang had brains. There were six stations, 
four of them outside the building; and 
then, as the action moved along, there 
would be other duties and other stations. 
The part that each station would play 
was threshed out and settled. The men 
who would fill the stations were named 
for three of them; the other three would 
be known after the coin was flipped. 
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“When is this plan goin’ to be 
worked,’’ asked Dave, with pardonable 
curiosity. 

‘“Tonight,’’ said Hopalong calmly. 

“Well, then,” said Wyatt, the soft 
elinking of gold coins telling that he even 
then was feeling for one of them, ‘‘let’s 
flip an’ decide it.” 

‘‘Too dark to see heads or tails,’’ said 
Tex, ‘‘an’ you dassn’t strike a light. Wait 
till you get in th’ Palmer House. Th’ 
three of you can walk right up to th’ bar 
an’ flip a coin to sce who pays for th’ 
drinks. Flip ’em in th’ air, an’ let ’em 
fall free. Th’ odd man is out.’’ He 
chuckled. ‘‘He’s stuck for th’ drinks, 
an’ plumb out of luck.”’ 

‘“Good idear,’’ laughed Matt. ‘‘Do it 
right under their noses! I’ll laugh even 
if I lose.” 

“Yes,” said Dave, chuckling. 

“ All right ; suits me,’’ growled Wyatt, 
arising. ‘‘Let’s move along an’ see who’s 
unlucky. Dave, me an’ you have been 
paired up right along. By rights we 
oughta go in together; and find Matt 
talkin’ to Spike. Bein’ thirsty, we head 
for th’ bar; an’ being polite, we insist 
on Matt joinin’ us. Then th’ argument 
starts about who is doin’ th’ treatin’. 
Huh?” 

The consultation broke up, and its va- 
rious units faded into the night, each 
pair taking a different course; but all 
bound for the Palmer House or its vicin- 
ity; the Palmer House, the foeal point 
of the town’s activities; and the Palmer 
House had no idea just how much activ- 
ity, or what kind, was going to focus 
upon it in the next few hours. 


CHAPTER XXIII 


AVE SAUNDERS led the way 
D to the street, with Wyatt Dun- 


can at his hecls. Dave’s mind 

was moving faster than his feet 
as he turned to follow the road in the di- 
reetiou of the Palmer House. Either he 
or Wyatt, or perhaps both of them, were 
moving forward toward a situation whieh 
certainly would prove to be a desperate 
one; either he or Wyatt, if Matt Skinner 
was one of the lucky two in the flip of 
the coins. If Matt should lose the toss, 
then Dave and Wyatt would bear the 
brunt of swift action, outnumbered fif- 


teen to one, their friends powerless to 
help them. Any extra aid they could 
call upon would be very welcome, and 
Dave was searching his mind for a clue 
to such an aid; it popped into his con- 
sciousness full blown, 

“Load up th’ empty chambers, 
Wyatt,’’ he said, thoughtfully. 

‘You figger on somebody keepin’ 
eases on us—checkin’ up on our shots, 
if we get to shootin’?’’ Wyatt asked, 

“It’s been done before, Wyatt; an’ 
these coyotes weren’t weaned yesterday. 
Some of them don’t know very much, but 
they all can count up to five.’’ 

“‘Uh-huh,’’ grunted his companion, 
slowing up. ‘‘Couple more apiece might 
come in handy, anyway.’’ 

“Yes. Some folks believe in gamblin’ 
on a shore thing. It might be that I’ll 
get th’ chance to burn five out of each 
gun, wastin’ ’em, kinda.’’ 

‘‘Yeah; sorta givin’ ’em plenty of 


After a moment’s delay they went on 
again, but they stopped in front of the 
general store and leaned against the wall 
to give Matt plenty of time to go into the 
Palmer House ahead of them, not know- 
ing that Matt had gone in through the 
back door and even then was stopping 
before the bar. 

Spike looked up and showed a very re- 
lieved countenance. The differences be- 
tween George White and his friends on 
one side, and Paso Frank and his friends 
on the other, had been temporarily 
bridged ; but it had been bridged after a 
very tense halt hour; and Spike was just 
beginning to return to normal. Massed 
gun play in a closed room has little re- 
gard for bystanders, and Spike knew 
that the front boards of his bar looked 
far stronger than they were. A .44-40 
or a .45 Colt cartridge cuts through or- 
dinary two-inch planks like a knife 
through cheese, and when it comes out 
of the farther side its deformities tend to 
muke a truly terrible wound. 

“Hello,” he said. ‘‘Where’s yore 
friend?” 

«Just what I was goin’ to ask you,’’ 
replied Matt. ‘‘I’m thirsty, but I'll wait 
awhile on th’ chance that he’ll show up. 
I don’t like to drink alone.’’ 

He Jet his gaze roam the room and he 
seemed to be pleased by the air of tol- 
erant friendliness which now pervaded it. 
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“Everybody sobered up, an’ friends 
ag’in ?” he asked Spike in a low voice. 

Spike sighed. 

“Yeah, so far. 
with voreself?’’ 

“Played Californy Jack with Johnny 
an’ then took a little nap; we was up 
kinda late last night.” He looked 
around the room again and then turned 
a enrious face to the bartender. ‘‘ Don’t 
see Bill or any of the others,’’ he said. 

“Oh, they’ll be in,” replied Spike. 
He glanced at the front door. ‘‘Here 
comes two of ’em now.”’ 

Matt turned his head and smiled. The 
two neweomers moved steadily toward 
the bar, reached it, shoved their big hats 
back on their heads, and felt for the rail. 

‘Where you been since supper?” 
asked Dave, purely as a matter of polite- 
ness. He did not wait for an answer, 
but turned to the bartender. ‘‘Tello, 
Spike. Panhandle an’ th’ others of our 
new gang showed up yet?” 

‘“‘Nope; not yet. What’ll you have?” 

“We’ll have a drink,” answered 
Wyatt, smiling, and nodding to the man 
behind the counter. ‘‘What’d you think 
we’d have?’’ 

“My treat,” said Matt, quiekly. ‘‘I 
was just waitin’ for company, wasn’t I, 
Spike?” 

“Yeah, you was.” 

“But I invited you,’’ protested Wyatt. 

‘Comin’ right down to cases,” said 
Dave, chuckling, ‘‘it’s my turn, by 
rights.” 

“‘Hell,’’ said Spike, proťessionally. 
“What’s th’ difference? It’ll go round 
three times, won’t it?” 

“Not for me,” said Matt. ‘‘I’ll have 
to drink a lot more when my pardner 
comes in, or do a lot of arguin’; an’ I 
ain’t givin’ him no handicap. It’s my 
treat, Spike, because I was here first. 
Shove her out.’’ 


What you been doin’ 


ay OTHIN’ of th’ kind!’’ retorted 

Wyatt, without any too great dis- 
play of friendliness. He was a stickler 
for frontier etiquette. 

“That’s right!’’ said Spike sareasti- 
eally. ‘‘Start an argument! We ain’t 
had no arguments today! What hair 
I’ve got has turned white since mornin’! 
Why don’t you toss for it, an’ be sensible, 
instead of actin’ like strange dogs?’’ 

‘You got a great head, Spike,” said 
Matt, laughingly. 


“ An’ I’ve been thinkin’ it was total 
empty,” said Dave with a chuckle. 
“Come on, Wyatt: don’t be a damn’ 
mule. We’ll toss for it.” 

“Odd man pays,” said Spike in the 
official capacity of umpire, a capacity 
adopted by generations of bartenders 
and having almost the weight, warrant, 
and sanetity of rules of practice, than 
which there is nothing more sanctified. 
No question is too intricate or technical 
not to be left for some bartender to de- 
cide. Psychology, economies, philosophy, 
medicine, the price of hams, foreign rela- 
tions, spiritualism, the troubles of the 
O’Brien family—all are meat for bar- 
room decisions. Very often the decision 
handed down was ‘‘to hell wit’ it: 
what’l you have?” 

Three coins were produced and tossed 
into the air to fall freely to the counter, 
a large gesture proclaiming unquestion- 
able honesty. In such a toss there could 
be no previous agreement. Spike’s bent 
head straightened, and he looked at 
Matt. : 

““Yo’re stuck.” he said, and reached 
behind him for the bottle. 

“Most generally am,” said Matt, hid- 
ing his disappointment, and waiting for 
the bottle to reach him. The glasses 
emptied, he dragged a sleeve across his 
lips, picked up his change, and dropped 
his foot to the floor. 

““Reckon 1’ll go out an’ see where my 
pardner is,” he said. ‘‘See you boys 
later, I hope.” 

“Shore hope so,” said Dave, speaking 
the exaet truth. Ie wanted to shake 
hands with Matt, but did not dare to. 

Matt’s elbow touched them both as he 
left the bar. Ie nodded to several men 
as he made his way toward the front 
door, thinking that the very noisy room 
would be even noisier very soon. 

Stepping to the street, Matt, passed 
along the full length of the right-hand 
tie-rail, wishing that he could eut the 
horses loose. How easily it could be done 
uow, and how difficult a task it might 
prove to be later on! This was a task, 
among others, which would have to be 
done; but it would have to be done, like 
the others, in its proper turn. 

Matt followed close along the front of 
the building, turned its south corner, and 
swung his back against the blank wall 
just two steps from the street. The gen- 
eral store was closed and its proprietor in 
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his domicile; should he for any reason 
return to the store, the piles of rubbish 
at Matt’s feet would provide him with 
sufficient cover to escape the storekeep- 
er’s eye. A row of tumbleweed moved 
not far from his feet and he instantly 
had a gun on it. 

‘Easy, Matt,’’ said a very low voice, 
and the tumbleweed moved again. 

Johnny Nelson, lying face down on the 
other side of the window, slowly pushed 
up to his hands and knees, and in that 
position crawled to the side of his friend. 

“ Everythin’ all right, so far?’’ he 
asked in a whisper. 

“Yes, except that I was odd man,” 
growled Matt. He considered the task 
set for himself and his friend. ‘‘We got 
to move fast an’ soft when we start,’’ he 
said. 

“Yeah; no bunglin’,’’ replied Johnny, 
and thereafter the two men remained si- 
lent, their ears tuned for the steps of 
anybody who left the Palmer House in 
that direction. Anyone who left in any 
other direction would run into a gun- 
muzzle before he had gone very far. 

Inside the building Dave and Wyatt 
remained at the bar, talking carelessly 
to Spike, until some minutes after their 
friend Matt had disappeared. Dave then 
looked around, espied a vacant chair 
close to the side wall window nearest the 
rear, said that he was tired of standing 
up, and moved lazily among the tables 
toward the cherished seat. 


YATT looked idly after him for a 
moment, grunted some civility to 
Spike, and sauntered through the crowd 
toward another vacant chair, this one 
happily close to the other window in the 
side wall. IIe seated himself and tipped 
back against the wall, sighing with con- 
tentment, without a care in the world. 
George White and Paso Frank, seal- 
ing a hypocritical armistice with straight 
rye whiskey, to the good of neither, ex- 
changed a few tow words while they 
watched the two friends out of the cor- 
ners of their eyes. Each called over to 
him his closest friend, and soon the four 
outlaws were deep in a low-voiced diseus- 
sion which boded no good for somebody. 
The general noise in the room held 
steadily to its high level, Spike was kept 
reasonably busy, considering the amount 
of drinking done earlier in the day, and 
the card games ran along amicably and 


without pause. From time to time some 
player, glancing at Dave or Wyatt, 
would exchange a few words with them 
and resume his play. 

Peace was to be the key-note for the 
two friends, if possible, while time 
slipped along, time being a very essen- 
tial factor. They behaved on this night 
as they had on other nights, neither of 
them showing the tension which gripped 
them, a tension increased by the forced 
waiting. It is so much easicr to act than 
to wait. They talked with this man, 
joked with that one, and apparently they 
had nothing on their minds but their 
hats. 

Midnight came, and still the peaceful 
atmosphere continued, notwithstanding 
that it was George White’s intention to 
break up the third gang, the outfit of 
strangers. He was going to break them 
up tonight, but circumstances were stay- 
ing his hand. 

White had no more faith in Paso 
Frank and that person’s friends than he 
had in a side-winder, and a side-winder 
is vicious, unexpected, and swift. It does 
not always rattle. White was not going 
to start trouble with Panhandle’s crowd 
while Paso and his companions were on 
the scene in force; and this was some- 
thing not foreseen, not provided for, in 
Hopalong’s plan of campaign. White 
had good reasons for this determination : 
anything might happen in a mélée; and 
Paso was a man to take quick advantage 
of a good break. The killing of Big 
Henry was still very vivid in the new 
leader’s mind. 

One o’clock came and Spike began to 
get restless. Ile had been on his fect all 
day long, and he was on them every day 
in the week ; but not only had today been 
particularly trying, but he had had no 
sleep the night before. When one o’clock 
came his mind turned toward the com- 
fort of his bed. Business had fallen off, 
and he was putting in his time puttering 
around the bar, polishing and repolish- 
ing, occasionally allowing himself the 
luxury of a yawn. Half-past one found 
the crowd no less in numbers, and Spike, 
swearing under his breath, petulantly 
grabbed a chair, slammed it down at the 
end of the bar, and dropped into it with 
a gusty sigh. 

Two o’clock arrived and found him 
growing ugly, but he knew that the 
manifestations of ugliness on his part 
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would be as nothing to the ugliness they 
most certainly would evoke. Therefore 
it was with a sigh of relief that he 
marked the sudden and purposeful move- 
ments of two poker players as they 
pushed back from the table. They cashed 
in their chips, said their goodnights, and 
started for the door, not seeing Paso’s 
frantic but hidden gesture. Paso could 
ill afford any shrinkage in the numbers 
of his friends. Spike’s fervid and em- 
phatie goodnight to them did not meet 
with Paso’s whole-heartcd approval; but 
had he known it, Spike’s goodnight was 
not nearly as emphatic as it should have 
been. 

The two men, reaching the street, 
swung to the right and cut toward the 
tie-rail at an angle which carried them 
even with the side of the building. They 
were just reaching out to jerk loose the 
tie ropes when each stiffened convul- 
sively under the sudden and unmistak- 
able imprint of a gun muzzle on the 
spine. 

“Up with ’em an’ keep quiet !’’ came 
the whispered command, and their hands 
had no sooner started heavenward before 
their guns were plucked from the hol- 
sters. 

“Put ‘em down, behind you!” said 
Matt, softly, the muzzles pressing a little 
harder. 


HERE was nothing to do but to obey, 
and in a moment ropes twisted tightly 
around crossed wrists. 

Matt held the two guns now, and 
Johnny slipped his own back into their 
sheaths, jerked loose the tie ropes, 
swung into a saddle, looped the reins of 
the seeond horse over the pommel, and 
maneuvered both animals around the 
south end of the tie-rail. Matt, waiting 
with the two prisoners, made a flourish 
with his weapons, and stepped back to 
see his friend herd them at a walk to- 
ward a eorral in the rear of the general 
store, and returned to maintain his lone 
watch on guests departing from the Pal- 
mer Honse. 

Johnny herded his captives into the 
corral, turned them over to Tex, with 
the horses as well, and slipped back to his 
place beside Matt. 

Tex, chuckling softly, swung into the 
vacated saddle and herded the prisoners 
out again, around the vear of the corral, 
and northward to the main corral, which 


was out of sight and range of the Palmer 
House. He dismounted, drove the horses 
inside the enclosure, put up two bars, 
and then ordered the eaptives to lie 
down, faces to earth. More rope went on 
them, this time around ankles and knees; 
and then Tex carried them, one by one, 
and laid them against the hase of the 
wall, each one tethered to a sturdy sage 
bush to keep them from rolling together 
to work on each other’s bonds. 

The first two horses of the general 
round-up had been obtained, and Tex 
felt so good about it that he was eager 
to spring to the firing line and take up 
the position assigned to him. 


CHAPTER XXIV 


HE man who was dealing three- 
eard monte swept up the deck and 
slipped it into a pocket, announc- 
ing to the solitary player that the 
game was closed, which the solitary 
player, being in a streak of luek, did not 
like. The dealer was another of Paso’s 
henchmen, and he wandered over to the 
conference table and stood silently beside 
his leader. 
Paso glanced up inquiringly. 
“‘Callin’ it a day?” he asked, sharply. 
The monte dealer studied him quickly. 
“At dealin’,’? he answered. “I’m 
tired of it and my hand was gettin’ slow. 
When you figgerin’ to turn in?” 
“Oh, purty soon,” answered Paso, 
waving earelessly toward a chair not far 
“Set down an’ wait a few min- 


Paso glanced around the room, swiftly 
checking up on his adherents; but he 
killed the frown as it was born. It would 
not do to let his friend White know that 
he was worried. He was two men short, 
and the odds against him had increased 
by just that number. His glance had 
taken in Dave and Wyatt, and he won- 
dered how they would jump if a break 
came. George White was saying sonie- 
thing to him, and he turned his attention 
to the speaker, seeing the tail end of a 
whiskiug look of contempt pass from the 
other’s face. Things were getting tight. 

‘““Where are th’ rest of them stran- 
gers?’’ asked White in a low voiee edged 
with temper. He had fully counted on 
the presence of the six strangers, and he 
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had told off six men to get the drop on 
them all secretly. Orders are orders, 
which he should have known, since he had 
given them; bnt he did not know that 
the orders had not yet started to run 
in the minds of his chosen killers: the 
six were not in the room, and therefore 
they could not be covered. The under- 
standing had been that they would all 
be present. Nobody was paying any par- 
ticular attention to Dave and Wyatt be- 
cause all knew that the action would not 
start until their four friends came in. 
‘Where are th’ rest of ’em?’’ repeated 
White, his anger climbing. Anger and 
whisky made a bad combination. 

‘‘ Dunno,” answered Paso, wishing 
that his own men had not bunched up so 
closely in the front of the room. Again 
he caught a look on his companion’s face 
that gave him a second warning, and this 
time he took it. 

‘*Reckon I’m turnin’ in,” he said, 
pushing back from the table. Conditions 
were not favorable for the carrying out 
of the things he had in mind. He was 
wondering if it would be a good play 
to have a good talk with Panhandle: if 
he could add the six strangers to his own 
force the situation would be cleared up 
beautifully. 

“PH tell you when to turn in,” said 
White, biting off the words. ‘‘Yore 
friends can go to bed if they want; but 
we got a job to do.’”’ 

“Then I reckon it’ll take us all,” 
quickly replied Paso. White must think 
him to be a fool. Send his friends away, 
indeed! ‘‘They’re six tough hombres.’’ 
After a moment he glanced again at the 
two men sitting back against the wall. 
‘‘Mebby they can tell us somethin’ about 
their friends,’’ he suggested. 

“Yeah,” growled White, and he raised 
his voice. ‘‘IIey, you, Dave!” 

“Present!” promptly replied Dave, 
smiling. 

“Has that new gang of Panhandle's 
busted up already?’’ asked the leader 
with strong sareasm. 

“‘Mebby it has by now,” answered 
Dave, a slight frown clouding his face. 

“What’s th’ matter?’’ asked White, 
jeeringly. ‘‘Too many bosses?’’ 

, ‘Somethin’ like that. Me an’ Wyatt, 
there, are th’ only privates in th’ army.’’ 

“Yes,” chuckled Wyatt, ‘‘an yo’re 
tryin’ to be a noncom!”’ 


”? 


OMEBODY laughed and the ripple of 

amusement ran erratically through 
the crowd. It was a situation they all 
knew and could fully appreciate. 

‘Well, give ’em time,” said Paso, 
meaningly and meanly. ‘‘They’re right 
handy pickin’ off leaders.” 

‘*Yon mean they’ve been right handy,” 
said White sharply, looking Paso square- 
ly in the eyes. ‘‘Pickin’ off leaders is 
phimb outa style !”? 

Paso returned the look. 

“Tt never shoulda been in style,” he 
said with a calmness that took all his 
will power to maintain. Sweat rolled 
down his back and made his shirt feel 
cold and clammy. White had read him 
like a book. 

“They comin’ in here to-night?’ 
asked White, ignoring Paso. 

‘“Reckon it’s too late now,’ 
Wyatt. 

“By Gawd!’’ swore White, his eves 
glinting. ‘‘I got a notion! I got a notion 
to go an’ root ’em out, an’ preach ’em 
a sermon!”’ 

‘That so?’’ asked Dave, knowing that 
the big moment was drawing near. 
“That’s shore a job that J don’t want!’’ 
He shook his head slowly but widely. 
“No, siri”? 

Throngh him there ran an ecstatic 
thrill, the thrill of battle. He stood up 
slowly, still shaking his head; and there 
was no reason for anyone to think that 
he had gone crazy; no reason in the 
world to think that he was ready to go 
into deadly action against nearly thirty 
gun fighters—he and his quiet, lazy 
friend by the other window. He was 
thinking swiftly: to make the play with 
any hope of success—and it had to be 
successful or the lives of the four men 
outside would be put in jeopardy—to 
make the play a snecess they would have 
to move first, and unexpectedly. For a 
moment he thought so deeply that 
White’s words were lost, and then he 
slowly became conscious of them. 

“... an’ pervide musie for ’em to 
dance into hell!’’ White finished. 

‘Yeah!’ grunted Paso Frank, sus- 
pecting that he might be one of the dane- 
ers. Things were getting tighter. Ile 
glanced swiftly around the room, finding 
that his friends were alert and watching 
White. Dave’s next words caught him in 
mid-breath and his lungs suspended 
functioning for an instant. 


’ said 
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“You!” sneered Dave. He had slid 
his feet baek along the sides of the ehair, 
and the ehair was now between his knees. 
His big hands were hooked by their 
thumbs to the sagging gun belts, and he 
was watching that end of the room, with 
the two leaders squarely in the center of 
the picture. ‘‘You!’’ he repeated. 

White’s whisky-flushed face paled as 
mueh as tan and suffusion would allow. 
His eves narrowed while he studied the 
sneering stranger. One quiek glance, a 
lightuing-quiek glance, showed him the 
rest of ile room. 

Wyatt stood between his own chair and 
the open window, his thumbs, also, 
hooked to gun belts. Paso Frank’s 
friends were grouped as they had been, 
almost breathless with interest; and in- 
stead of watching the strangers, as they 
should be doing, every man of them was 
watching him. 

The suspicion in his mind grew swiftly 
and became a deadly certainty: at the 
first shot, fired by anyone, it would be 
a fight between him and Paso, with the 
two strangers playing ineidental parts. 
A fight between him and his friends on 
one side, and Paso Frank and his friends 
on the other. Paso was short two men, 
but the strangers, if they took sides at 
all, were likely to be against himself. 
Dave’s sneering word told him that. 
Joined battles with the numbers even, or 
nearly so, were not his way of fighting ; 
there would be better, far better oppor- 
tunities to take care of Paso Frank, with 
no need to kill off his men. Once Paso 
was out of the way, his friends would 
gradnally fall into line. 

“Yes, me!” retorted White, but with- 
out much anger. If he eould squirm out 
of this and save his face he would be all 
right. 

“Play them a tune to dance to?” in- 
quired Dave with heavy sarcasm. “‘ Hell, 
man: they don’t know how to danee— 
suppose you show us how?” 


IS guns were out with the words, 
and he sensed that Wyatt had 
drawn. Wyatt eould take eare of his own 
end of the room: none better. Daylight 
was farther away than he wished, but a 
man eouldn’t always have everything he 
wanted. 
The heavy guns roared into action, 
balanced nieely at his hips. The first 
shot tore away the lower end of a ehair 


leg; the seeond ripped the sole of one of 
White’s boots from the soft upper; the 
third cut the edge of the man’s foot. 
White was on his feet now, his elbows 
raised eomiecally to give him a needed 
balance as he hopped from one foot to 
the other. And hop he did, as stiff-legged 
as a ehieken. Four, five, from the right- 
hand gun. One, two, three, four, five 
from the left-hand gun. At the sound of 
the last shot Dave let his hands fall a 
fraction of an inch, his expression indi- 
eating chagrin. 

White’s mottled countenance ehanged 
swiftly from an enraged seowl to enraged 
triumph. The fool had emptied his guns; 
but there were Wyatt and Paso Frank. 
Still, a leader, to retain his leadership, 
must aet like a leader: to fail in sueh a 
test would be the end for him. 

His hands dropped like the strike of a 
snake and came up with eaeh of them 
holding a gun. It became a cross-arm 
affair, not in the draw, but in the firing. 
The left-hand gun blew the top off of 
Paso’s head—it was so high as almost to 
be a miss. The right-hand gun leveled 
and swung: and then there came two 
more roars from Dave's hips. White 
dropped forward without a bend in his 
body, crashing down aeross the table, and 
fired two more shots after he had been 
killed. Reflex aetion is highly developed 
in a real gun fighter; in the case of Wild 
Bill Hickok it was almost beyond belief. 
White was no Hickok, but he was a gun 
fighter and had been for years. 

Somebody shouted, another reflex ae- 
tion, but with the flare of Dave’s last 
two shots there had been swift aetion 
along the wall. Wyatt, having the advan- 
tage of two fully loaded guns, let his 
friend go first; and with the disappear- 
anee of Dave through the window, Wyatt 
shot at two gun-drawers, and leaped 
through his own window, holstering the 
guns as he left the floor. 

tlass erashed along the back bar and 
splinters sprang from the outer edges of 
the two doors. Two panes of glass putted 
and flecks from them stung one man’s 


face and filled another’s eves. For an 


instant the crowd was spellbound, and 
then, with a shout, a man leaped to close 
the front door, and closed it with a slam; 
another shot out the three lamps and 
filled the room with the sudden stink of 
kerosene, which blended with the odor of 
blaek powder smoke without improving 
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it. Another man, in the rear of the room, 
crawled as rapidly as he could on hands 
and knecs, and shut the back door with 
a slam which shook the glasses on the bar. 

They were all on the floor now, listen- 
ing to the crack of rifle fire on the out- 
side and the spiteful seream of the lead 
which poured in through the open win- 
dows. Now and then the doors boomed 
flatly, telling that the besiegers were not 
overlooking them; but to the men in that 
room this was a waste of lead: not a man 
was fool enough to open one of them to 
let in a fire which would sweep along a 
lower plane. 

Spike erawled out from beneath the 
bar, shedding glass from his liquor- 
soaked head and shoulders. [fe moved as 
swiftly as he eould, belly-fashion, across 
the room toward the more comforting 
shelter of thick adobe eloser to his 
precious skin. Bullets have the power to 
glance, as he had discovered while lying 
under the bar; and he had seen wounds 
made by ricoehets; but here, close to the 
wall, it would take a very acrobatie bul- 
let, indeed, to find him. 


HERE was offensive inaetivity in 
the building, but it lasted only until 
the surprise wore off; and then the three 
windows were manned, but after the first 
exchange of shots they were manned only 
to stave off a rush. No one knew how 
many men were around the building, and 
from the first burst of firing the indiea- 
tions were that the besiegers were in 
foree. Who or what the attackers were 
or represented was a question which each 
man answered according to his eonscienec 
or his temperament. There did not seem 
to be any great threat of a rush, and the 
garrison cased up in its tension and be- 
gan to discuss this amazing development. 
Coulson fired with a quick, snap aim 
at a rifle flash, and stepped back from the 
edge of the window. 

‘Posse, I reekon,’’ he said, thonght- 
fully. ‘‘An’ shore as hell they ’ve sewed 
us up. There ain’t no water in th’ 
buildin’, an’ while I like liquor as well 
as th’ next man, it’s shore damn’ pore 
steady drinkin’ for folks in our fix.” 

“There’s some water behind th’ bar,” 
said Spike, sitting up, his back to the 
wall. ‘‘Not munch, though,’ he amended. 

Brink hazarded a shot, swore at the 
closeness of the reply, and slid away from 
the window. 


‘‘Shore as hell it’s a posse,” he said. 
“You reckon them strangers was dep- 
peties, in here feelin’ us out?” 

“If they was, they did,’’ said Coulson. 

‘You called th’ card, Brink,’’ said a 
voice from the front window. A heart- 
felt curse followed the words. ‘‘That’s 
just exactly what they are, an’ we shore 
played th’ part of prize-winnin’ damn’ 
fools! They know how many we are, an’ 
that means there’s a hell’s slough of ’em 
out there waitin’ for targets. Well, we’ll 
hold ’em off while th’ water lasts, an’ 
do th’ best we ean.”’ 

“Be better shootin’, eome daylight,” 
said another. ‘‘Hell of it is we ain’t got 
no rifles; an’ six-shooters ag’in rifles ain’t 
what you might call an even break.’’ 

““Yo’re right! They can lay off at 
long range an’ piek us off without no 
danger to themselves. They’ve got it all 
figgered out an’—Damn! That one 
nicked my ear!’’ 

“If th’ newcomers are as tough as th’ 
first six we’ll have more’n ears nicked,” 
said Coulson. ‘‘ Will you ever forget that 
Dave feller, standin’ here to-night in a 
gang as big as us, makin’ a man dance; 
an’ then out-guessin’ him in an even 
break an’ killin’ him with loaded sixth 
ehambers? That Dave’s a idiot!’’ 

‘Don’t waste yore shots, boys,” said 
a voice from the front window. ‘‘ Wait 
till daylight, when you ean see somethin’ 
to shoot at.”’ 

‘Them flashes are plainer to shoot at 
now than anythin’ we'll have in day- 
light,’’ objected someone, ‘‘ An’ mebby 
you think they won’t be able to see what 
they’re shootin’ at, in daylight! Wish I 
had a rifle’ 

The man at the front window laughed 
grimly. 

‘““There’s one out here, opposite me, 
that you might gct,” he said. ‘‘It’s a 
buffaler gun by th’ sound of it, or a 
young cannon.’’ 

‘Gimme a bucket, Spike,’’ said Coul- 
son. ‘“‘That well is only twenty feet 
away, an’ mebby I ean erawl out to it. 
It’ll be gettin’ light right soon,’’ he ex- 
plained. 

‘Good idear,” said another. 
eover you as good as we ean.”’ 

“Don’t you do nothin’ like that!’’ ex- 
postulated the water voluntcer in a panie. 
“Yon act just like you been aetin’, all 
of vou!’’ 

‘*Reckon that’s best,’’ replied Coulson. 


“We'll 
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“Git me that damned bucket, Spike!’’ 


HE bartender eomplied, and the 

volunteer moved toward the back 
door. He opened it slowly, very slowly, 
being careful to crouch behind solid wall 
while he did so. The crack grew steadily 
and his hand stopped. He waited for a 
moment, dropped flat on his stomach, and 
slid out through the opening, pushing 
the bucket before him. Nothing hap- 
pened and he wriggled over the sill onto 
the ground outside. Then the bueket 
said spang and jerked in his grasp, and 
he pivoted on his stomach like a turn- 
table and got back through the opening 
with speed and eagerness. 

“Starlight, shinin’ on th’ bottom of 
that tin pail,” suggested a friend. 
“Spike, you got a wooden bueket ?”’ 

“Yeah; but it’s heavier,’’ said Spike. 

“I wish it was thicker,” langhed the 
volunteer. ‘‘Be bad to try it ag’in so 
soon, I reekon; but if I don’t, then we 
got to wait till to-morrow night. Hey!” 
he exelaimed, as a sudden thought struck 
him, ‘‘Somebody else try it this time; 
I’ve done took my turn at it!’’ 

“Hell, Ill take a try at it myself,” 
said Spike suddenly. ‘Lemme by.’’ 

Flat on the floor, like a drifting 
shadow he faded through the door, was 
swallowed up in the darkness. 

Minutes passed. Men began to mur- 
mur euriously, then angrily. Someone 
among those inside lay down and poked 
his head cautiously through the doorway. 
A seeond later he pulled himself back, 
dragging something after him, and ut- 
tered an oath. 

“Damn it, here’s the bucket—an’ 
water in it. But where the hell’s Spike?’ 

From the dark outside, and some dis- 
tanee away, rose Spike’s voiee. ‘‘I’m out 
here—an’ damn well going to stay out 
here. You fellows in there are no bet- 
ter’n rats in a trap—an’ I don’t figger 
on bein’ inside there with you when the 
trap’s sprung. Adios, fellers!’’ 

“Run out on us, huh?’’ Curses, shouts 
of rage rose inside the Palmer IIouse. 
‘*Shoot him! Kill the yellow rat—!”’ A 
dozen bullets ripped through the dark- 
ness toward where Spike’s voice had 
sounded. 

But the cunning Spike had already 
moved. A little later his voice sounded 
again, farther away, lifted in an anxious 
call. ‘‘Panhandle! Bill!—Don’t shoot. 


It’s me—Spike. I’m comin’ in, an’ I 
ain’t got a gun on me.” 

Again a roar broke from the besieged, 
and another shower of bullets sought the 
recreant bartender. Then silenee fell, to 
be broken after a moment by Coulson’s 
querulous voiee. ‘‘ Anyway, we got the 
water. Gimmeadrink—I’m burnin’ up!” 

‘“We’re on rations,’ said Brink 
sternly. ‘‘Ilalf a glass a man; an’ only 
once around!”’ 

“AN right: I’ take mine now.”’ 

Coulson swore suddenly as a bright 
thought struek him, and his exclamation 
made him the foeus of attention. 

“I got out, an’ got baek, didn’t I?’’ he 
demanded hurriedly. ‘‘ Well, what does 
that tell you hombres? Why can’t we 
all get out, single file an’ not too elose 
together? If that feller out there had 
seen me he’d ’a’ shot, wouldn’t he?’’ 

‘‘ You’ve named it, Coulson!’’ 

‘We got to move rapid, before it gets 
any lighter!’’ 

“Come on! Let them eoyotes wateh 
th’ buildin’! We ean take ’em from be- 
hind an’ get ’em half eleaned up before 
they know we’re out!’ 

The door opened again, slowly, gently ; 
and Coulson slid through, a friend close 
at his heels to follow in turn. There 
eame the sharp eraek of a rifle in the dry- 
wash, Coulson groaned, twitched, and lay 
still. 

“Hit you, Coulson?’’ anxiously asked 
the friend, reaeling out a hand to toueh 
Coulson’s ankle. ‘‘Did he? By Gawd, 
he did! Coulson’s dead!”’ 

‘‘Close that door!’’ cried a man who 
had earelessly moved in front of the 
erack and stepped into two streaming 
bullets before he eould stop himself. 
“Either push him through or pull him 
in, but close that door!” 


VOICE sounded from the dry-wash 
in a short lull of rifle fire. 

“I let you get th’ water because I 
figgered it didn’t amount to nothin’,’’ 
called Panhandle; ‘‘but I’ll shoot every 
damn’ thief that tries any more of that!’’ 
Two more shots screamed their arrival, 
but the last one found solid wood. The 
door was shut, and would remain so. 

“That was Panhandle,” said Brink, 
angrily. ‘‘I know his voiee.’’ 

“Yeah! It’s just like a tin-horn 
gambler to play a dirty triek like that! 
Well, now what t” 
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CHAPTER XXV 


HEN Dave and Wyatt leaped 
through the windows they 
struck the ground on the balls 


of their feet, leaning back- 
ward, their knees giving to the shock; 
and the knees, straightening like released 
springs, drove them back sideways 
against the wall, out of danger of any 
snap shot from the room. That adobe 
wall was eighteen inches thick, and any- 
one who made a real effort to get a shot 
at them would have to lean through the 
deep embrasure, the upper half of his 
body exposed, and face the lead stream- 
ing through. No one tried it. Once close 
against the wall, the two men erouched 
and ran toward the rear, bearing in mind 
that the back wall had no window, and 
that its partly opencd door would be no 
prized vantage point for a marksman; 
lead would stream in through it also. 

Reaching the rear eorner, they ran 
straight back from the building, skirt- 
ing the well and avoiding the scattered 
piles of rubbish as best they eould. 
Breathless, they dipped down into a 
shallow gully, followed it for a score of 
paces, and then dropped into the main 
wash, where they were shielded by its 
high, perpendicular walls. 

A friendly voice hailed them, a voice 
calm enough, but giving some smal] hint, 
despite the speaker’s efforts to the eon- 
trary, of a great relief over their safety. 

““Yo’re welcome! Sounds like you 
touched somethin’ off, back there.’’ 

‘Yeah, reckon mebby we did,’’ panted 
Dave, walking toward the hidden 
speaker, and peering close to get his iden- 
tity. ‘‘George White got to talkin’ about 
dancin’, which he did. He did it right 
well for an awkward man. He fiegered 
my gun held five shots, but he figgered 
wrong. He dropped Paso Frank, figger- 
in’ that Paso was more dangerous than 
me because his guns were loaded; an’ 
then he swung on me; but I was savin’ 
two shots for him, an’ delivered ’em. 
Wyatt, here, blew hell outa anythin’ he 
could sec. You sound like Tex, and you 
oughta be Tex.” 

“Yeah, I am. So th’ slate’s wiped 
clean, huh? Got all six.” 

“Slick as a greasy skillet,’’ said 
Wyatt. ‘‘You never saw so many sur- 
prised hombres in all yore born days. 


Them that wasn’t plumb numb was lick- 
in’ their lips when Dave was wastin’ am- 
munition which was goin’ to be valuable ; 
an’ then their cinehes busted, an’ when 
they picked themselves up we wasn’t 
there. ”? 

Tex chuckled, his eyes on the vague 
spot which was the back door of the 
Palmer House. 

Wyatt cocked his head, listening. 

‘“Who’s usin’ that Sharps cannon?” 
he asked, grinning in the darkness. 
‘Ever’ so often I hear a buffaler gun 
roar out over th’ general racket, an’ it 
roars kinda reg’lar.’’ 

‘That's Hoppy,’’ answered Tex, and 
he hesitated for an instant, and when he 
spoke it was with reluctance. ‘‘He’s got 
a job that he hates like poison. It’s so 
rotten mean that he wouldn’t pass it on 
to nobody else, which is his way. If 
there’s any man in this whole country 
who hates to hurt a hoss, that man’s 
Hoppy. He’s got th’ dirty job of killin’ 
them hosses at th’ tic rails. There must 
be twenty of ’em; an’ that means twenty 
mad, tough hombres ehasin’ us across 
country that they know better than we 
do. Th’ hosses have to go. He’s layin’ 
as close as he ean get to ’em, tryin’ his 
damnedest to kill clean with each shot.’’ 

Dave grimaeed in the darkness, glad 
that somebody else was doing that shoot- 
ing, and knowing that it was shooting 
that had to be done; but he did not know 
the resourcefulness of the old, limping 
redhead who had mourned the acceptance 
of that job. He did not know that the 
horses were not being killed. 


YATT was thinking how serious it 

would be for them all if those ani- 
mals were left for the besicged to use, and 
he also thought that the horses would be 
saved a deal of suffering and abuse if 
they were killed instantly. 

‘What about th’ hosses in town, th’ 
other hoss¢s?’’ asked Dave, beginning to 
breathe with more regularity. ‘‘We still 
got that job?” 

‘‘Yes, you have,” answered Tex. He 
raised his shoulder, dropped his cheek 
against the smooth walnut stock of his 
rifle, and sent another slug into the rear 
dvor as a matter of routine. IIe listened 
for the sound of impact: it came in- 
stantly, and was that made by lead on 
wood. He grunted his satisfaction: the 
door was shut. 
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‘We're all at our stations now,’’ he 
said, looking up as he pumped the lever. 
“Were only waitin’ for you to get th’ 
loose hosses, an’ for them tie-rails to be 
eleared. Then we pull out, an’ to hell 
with Iell’s Center. Th’ job is done.” 

‘Come on, Wyatt,” said Dave, turn- 
ing on his heel. ‘‘We still got a little 
time before dawn, an’ if we move rapid 
we can rustle off every head of ridin’ 
stock in town. Lucky we know just 
where to look for ’em. Our own hosses 
where they onghta be? Yeah? Come 
on, Wyatt, so-long, Tex.” 

“*So-long,’’ grunted Tex, his gaze re- 
turning to the rear door. 

Here and there around the building, 
except on its blind south side, he eould 
see the oecasional flash of rifles, indieat- 
ing where his friends were holed up be- 
hind thiek, adobe walls. While Dave and 
Wyatt had played their own parts in the 
Palmer House that night, their friends 
had been busily engaged in eutting loop- 
holes in the more strategie eorrals, and 
in getting everything in readiness for 
the storm. 

Tex could pieture the three of them, 
holed up safely and keeping a score and 
a half of desperadoes within the eonfines 
of four walls. It took Hopalong to think 
of such a ridieulous and yet simple plan. 
He ehuckled and fired again, and the 
sound of lead on wood eame back to him. 
From out in front of the building eame 
the roar of the great buffalo gun, Hop- 
along’s .45-120-550. How that gun did 
shoot! 

Then Tex remembered that Johnny, 
too, had sueh a weapon, and with the re- 
membrance eame the disturbing thought 
that he had not heard the latter’s rifle. 
Was anything wrong with Johnny? 
Again eame the roar of the Sharps, and 
a burst of revolver fire from Johnny’s 
position reassured the rear-door guard. 

Johnny eould have told Tex why his 
rifle was silent. He had given Hopalong 
most of his rifle cartridges, and neither 
he nor Hoppy had too many for the situa- 
tion. They were big and heavy and their 
use was regulated more by neeessity and 
reasonable ehances of making a hit rather 
than by numbers. When Hopalong had 
started off to do his delicate shooting in 
the dark, Johnny, knowing what was in 
his old friend’s mind, silently gave him 
most of his own cartridges, and deter- 
mined to do his own window-dressing 


with Colts. Right now the shooting was 
more for demonstration purposes, for dis- 
eouraging egress, rather than for dead- 
liness ; it was mostly to close-herd the out- 
laws and keep them inside the building. 

Matt Skinner, lying comfortably be- 
hind his loop-hole, where he eould see 
the front of the Palmer House as well 
as his own particular window, pumped a 
fresh eartridge into the smoking ehamber 
of the Winehester, and grinned with eon- 
tentment. He thought that his last shot 
had been followed by a yelp of pain: all 
right, then let th’ damned fools stay 
away from the window. They brought it 
on themselves, 

His mind turned to Dave and Wyatt; 
they should be busy about now in round- 
ing up the horsefiesh. By daylight, or 
shortly thereafter, they all should be 
ready to leave town without the threat 
of pursuit. It all had been figured out 
toa T. That long-headed old shag-bark 
used his brains to some end. Then the 
roar of the buffalo gun made him winee. 
He was glad that he and Johnny had 
managed to drive off at least two of the 
animals before the fight began. It was a 
mean job that Hopalong had given him- 
self, poison mean; but it had to be done, 
and somebody had to do it, which was 
the hell of it. He saw the flash of a gun 
out behind the building, and knew that 
Tex was all right and still watching that 
door. 


OPALONG, lying prone behind a 
desert-varnished boulder, fired 
three shots of his Colt through the front 
window, and then hitched still eloser to 
the store. Not a horse had been hit, so 
far, to his great relief : and he hoped that 
none would be hit. Why in hell eouldn’t 
he find the mark he was trying for? The 
gun was powerful enongh to do the work 
if he could see the small mark he was 
searching for. There seemed to be a thin 
and darker streak along the darker band 
of shadow. Again he sent a few shots 
through the window, and wormed ahead 
another half dozen feet. If daylight 
eaught him where he was he would be in 
a proper fix. Ah! Was that a thin, gray 
line? Was that the glint of starlight on 
sun-bleaehed wood? If it was, he had 
been shooting too high. Was—yes, by 
God, it was! 
He slid the rifle forward, planted him- 
self firmly, exhaled a little, steadied and 
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then gently, oh so gently, squeezed the 
trigger of the gun. The sound of impact 
bounded back to him, but it was so closely 
merged in the thunder of the report that 
he was doubtful. Still, it sounded dif- 
ferent from those others which had 
struck adobe. This time the left-hand 
Colt spat swiftly at the window; and 
again the Sharps reloaded, slid forward 
and steadied. The roar smashed back at 
him from the wall of the building, but 
this time he caught the sheen of a silvery- 
white splinter as it sprang into the air. 

He sighed with relief and reloaded. He 
was on the target at last, and now it 
would be only a matter of moments. 
Again the great gun crashed, and the 
almost hidden tié-rail eracked in two, 
the frantic horses, plunging and rearing, 
ripped the fastened ends from the posts, 
and were free. Hoofs thundered down 
the street, the noise sufficient to let Dave 
and Wyatt know that their job had 
grown. The happy marksman now swung 
the rifle on the second tie-rail, and he 
found this one easier, for he had the 
range to an inch. Three shots broke it, 
and again the surging horses tore free 
and stampeded down the street. 

There was no reason to waste another 
moment in so precarious a position. So 
far all the shots fired at him had missed ; 
but there was no telling when one of them 
would make a hit. He would leave the 
front of the building to Matt’s cufilading 
fire. He wriggled backward, dragging 
the big rifle after him, and not long there- 
after he was back where he had started 
from, on the safe side of a ridge of sand 
and gravel. He moved along it, crossed 
the street farther up, and swung back 
toward the Palmer House, stopping at 
the first position. 

“You makin’ out all right ?’’ he asked, 
after he had answered the sharp chal- 
lenge. 

“Yeah,” replied Matt, chuckling. 
“Right well. What happened to them 
hosses?’’ he asked, curiously. He fired 
again, pumped the lever, and looked up. 

“‘Didn’t have th’ heart to kill ’em, an’ 
didn’t have to,’ answered Hopalong, 
smiling gratefully. ‘‘Managed to shoot 
th’ tie-rails in two, an’ th’ hosses did th’ 
rest.” 

“Did, huh? Well, that’s an idear that 
I'll put away for future reference,’’ said 
Matt, reverently. ‘‘Live an’ learn, live 
an’ learn. Hoppy, yo’re a ring-tailed, 


diamond-studded old lizard. Listen!” 

It was the anxious hail of the bar- 
tender Spike that they had just heard, 
followed by the furious volley from the 
besieged Palmer House. 

Hopalong raised his own voice in an- 
swer, 

“This way, Spike—an’ keep under 
cover. I’m takin’ you at your word; but 
if you are up to any tricks, may the 
Lord have mercy on your soul!’’ 

A moment or two later there was the 
scuffle of feet, and a vague figure loomed 
out of the night. It was Spike. Very 
nonchalantly, easily he told his story; 
no one, listening, would have thought 
that here was a man talking for his life. 


HEN he had finished, Hopalong 

was silent for a moment. ‘‘You’ve 
been in with a bunch of human rats, and 
you’re probably no better than you 
should be. But if I was sure you had 
nothing to do with killing that wo- 
man—”’ 

‘*T swear to God I hadn’t,” said Spike 
earnestly. ‘‘I wasn’t even along, but I 
heard about it later. The old fellow that 
had that, little ranch—the Kid’s uncle— 
was always a mysterious old coot. And 
one day a nugget fell out of his pocket 
right in front of some of Big Henry’s 
gang. Big Henry was sure he had found 
a lot of gold and had it hid somewhere 
around that ’dobe, and that he’d slipped 
the news on to this Kid and his wife. 
Loco was always prowlin’ ’round there 
too, which made Big Henry all the surer. 
So Big Henry and some of the worst 
ones went up there that night to try to 
make them two young ’uns tell where 
it was. He picked the girl because he 
knew torturing her was the surest way 
to make her husband talk if he knew. 
But I don’t reckon neither of ‘em knew 
—they never told, an’ the girl died. 
Maybe there wasn’t any gold, except that 
one nugget.’’ 

“So that was it! I thought it’d be 
something like that.’ Hopalong was 
silent for a moment. ‘‘Well, Spike, I 
reckon you’ve saved your skin. But I’d 
advise you to gct—an’ git as far an’ as 
quick as you can in two seconds. An’ 
let this be a lesson to yon—don’t never 
nest up with a lot of human rats in fu- 
ture.”’ 

Spike grunted. A second later the 
sound of his footsteps, diminishing rap- 
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idly, testified that he had taken Hop- 
along’s advice fully to heart. 

Hopalong and Matt both laughed. 

Again came the crash of Tex’s gun 
bellowing into the night as it hurled its 
heavy bullets into the Palmer House 
door. 

“That’s Tex, tellin’ ‘em to stay in 
outa th’ rain,” chuckled Matt. ‘* What 
was that he said about water?” 

“Ile let ’em get water, knowin’ that 
when day comes they can get out an’ 
have all they want,” replied Hopalong. 
“I reckon they kinda imposed on his 
good nature, an’ tried to sneak out an’ 
get away.” 

“ An’ found ont that he ain’t got any 
good nature right now,” said Matt. 
‘Hell, 7 coulda told ’em that, if they’d 
asked me. How’s Dave an’ Wyatt mak- 
in’ out?” 

“Don’t know; but I will know right 
soon,’’ replied Hopalong, and faded 
from Matt’s sight. 

Johnny looked up. He had not chal- 
lenged because he knew the familiar, 
limping step. 

“What happened to tlem hosses?’’ he 
asked. 

“I cut th’ tie rails with th’ Sharps, 
an’ they got away. Didn’t have to shoot 
any of ‘em: not a single one.’’ 

“You got any cartridges left?” asked 
the practical young man, holding out his 
hand. 

‘Some. Got enough, I reckon. Ilere, 
T’ll split even with you.” 

“I got to report that Tex is hobnob- 
bin’ with th’ enemy,” said Johnny with 
a short langh. ‘‘He just made one of 
’em a present—.45 slug, round end 
first.” He chuckled softly. ‘‘There’s 
two fellers in there that have got a 
couple of mine, judgin’ by th’ swear- 
ina 

“I wouldn’t be a heap sur— Listen!” 
said Hopalong sharply; and the sounds 
of many hoofs came to them from some- 
where back of Tex's position. 

“Dave an’ Wyatt!” grunted Johnny. 

“Yes! It shore didn’t take ’em long 
to round up th’ two bunches I turned 
loose from th’ rails. They’re headin’ ’em 
up for th’ corral.” 

“It won’t he long, then,” replied 
Johnny with satisfaction. ‘‘You figger 
on drivin’ ’em out onto th’ desert an’ 
turnin’ ’em loose, or herdin’ ’em ahead 
of us?” 


“Some of them hosses are grain-fed, 
an might wander back here,’’ said Hop- 
along. ‘‘We’ll drive ’em ahead of us. 
That’s th’ shorest way.’’ 

“‘Suits me; suits me right down to th’ 
ground! Let them filthy coyotes hoof it 
out, like they made th’ Kid. Wonder 
where he is, anyhow?’’ 

““Bulltown, like as not, seein’ I ain’t 
sent no word to Bat about him.” 

‘Well, we shore can tell him that his 
slate’s clean,’’ said Johnny, picking up 
his heretofore idle buffalo gun. ‘‘Reckon 
Ill give ’em one shot with this—I like 
th’ noise it makes.’’ 


E cuddled down against the stock, 

steadied, waited, and fired; and a 
bellow of rage and pain roared back from 
the Palmer House. ‘‘Somebody must ’a’ 
got right in front of that one,” he 
chuckled. ‘‘Sounded to me like that 
Brink coyote.” 

“Tt won’t be long now, Kid,” said 
Hopalong, moving away. ‘‘1’l] find Dave 
and Wyatt an’ see how things stand. 
So-long. Remember. now: our cayuses 
are at that little corral. acrost th’ street. 
Whien you hear me shoot three times 
rapid, you slide outa here an’ get to th’ 
hosses.”’ 

“I ain’t forgettin’ nothin’, 
damn’ thing,” said Johnny. ‘‘Reckon 
T'U try just one more with th’ Sharps,” 
and he forthwith gave his entire atten- 
tion to his particular window. 


CHAPTER XXVI 


OPAI.ONG moved on, bound for 
H the rear of the Palmer House 

and Tex. When he drew near to 

his friend he heard Tex chal- 
lenge sharply, which surprised him: he 
had had no thought that he could be seen; 
and then to his utter amazement he heard 
a strange voice reply; but was it a 
strange voice? Somehow it sounded 
familiar. 

“Quien es? Who th’ hell are you?” 
demanded Tex. ‘‘Hold ’em high an’ 
keep aeomin’, both of you!” His voice 
was tense and hard. ‘‘One false move 
an’ yo’re done! Come on!’ Then Tex 
heard a slight sound behind him, and 
twisted sideways, but a reassuring voice 
sent him twisting back again. 
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“Keep acomin’, pronto!’ ordered 


Hopalong, now at Tex’s side. ‘‘Good 
Gawd! It’s th’ Kid! An’ Loco!” 

“All right: you can drop ’em,’’ said 
Tex, and instantly turned his attention 
to the rear door of the Palmer House. 

“What th’ hell you doin’ out here?’’ 
demanded Hopalong, reaching out and 
gripping the Kid’s shoulder. ‘‘Spit it 
out, Kid! What you doin’ here?’’ 

Hce listened to the swift and broken re- 
cital, a recital which left much out, but 
enough was told to make Hopalong’s face 
soften: the Kid had come back to square 
accounts, and to die. 

‘You say you’ve got some dynamite?’ 
he asked swiftly. ‘‘Where is it? Yeal? 
Gimme th’ fuse an’ caps, an’ you take 
Loco up to th’ big corral just over th’ 
ridge beyond th’ blacksmith shop. Pick 
out a couple of saddled hosses an’ wait 
there. Most of them hosses are fresh. 
We’re pullin’ out right soon, an’ yo’re 
goin’ with us. Keep yore eye on Loco: 
we won't have time to go lookin’ for 
anybody. Understand ?’’ 

He watched the two disappear into the 
night, and then turned to Tex. He was 
smiling grimly. 

“‘There’s more stuff in th’ Kid than 
T figgered,’’ he admitted. ‘‘Come back 
here to kill all he could, an’ die! With 
dynamite, no less P’? 

Tex fired, pumped the lever, and 
locked up. 

““We’re shore goin’ to make a cleaner 
job of Hell’s Center than we figgered 
on,” continued Hopalong. ‘‘I’ll be back 
inside of ten minutes, an’ when I come 
I'll come fast. I’ll bring th’ Kid’s hosses 
with me. Be ready to join me, Tex.” 

Tex saw him melt away, and resumed 
his watch on the baek door, firing one 
shot at it as casual information that it 
had not been forgotten. 

Hopalong hurried to where he had 
been told he would find the horses and 
the dynamite. The box was there, lying 
on the ground, and the two horses had be- 
gun to stray. If he couldn’t cateh the 
animals he would have to shoot them; but 
they were not at all skittish, and he soon 
had them and led them to a sage bush, 
where he tied them securely and then 
hurried back to the box. 

In another, moment he was carrying it 
toward the blank wall of the Palmer 
House. He reached his objective in 
saféty, smashed in the cover of the box 


with a Colt, and worked rapidly with the 
deadly little sticks. He dug a hole in the 
end of one of them and placed the stick 
aside. Taking the coil of fuse from his 
pocket, he measured it to the required 
length by spans of his hand, cut it off, 
split one end of it into four pieces with 
his knife, and then, capping the other 
end by crimping the cap on with his 
teeth, shoved this end of the fuse into the 
hole he had made in the stick. He was 
working swiftly, and in another moment 
the sticks were piled against the adobe 
wall, the capped cartridge in the middle 
of the pile. He looked quickly around. 
There were some large, flat rocks close 
by, and he hastened to them. They 
would serve as weights to give the dyna- 
mite the added power of a kick-back. 
He had no time to make a better blanket, 
but the rocks would do nicely. 


CURRYING from the Palmer House 
with the rest of the sticks, he slipped 
up close to the wall of the general store 
and again worked at top speed. He was 
glad that the storekeeper did not sleep 
on the premises, for he wanted every man 
to have a chanee, at least, for his life. 
This fuse was cut a little longer than the 
other. He lit it and ran at top speed to 
the mine he had placed against the 
Palmer House, lit that, and then dashed 
away to get the horses and pick up Tex. 
Already a pale streak in the eastern sky 
warned him that time was getting short. 
‘Come on, Tex!’’ he eried when he 
reached the wash. ‘‘Down th’ wash after 
me! There’s two twenty-five pound 
charges of dynamite due to go off in 
about seven minutes. I’ll get them two 
hosses an’ head straight for th’ corral. 
You hustle th’ rest of th’ boys there as 
-fast as you ean!”’ 

Soon the sounds of galloping horses 
passed around behind the Palmer House 
and cireled around to the firing line, 
stopping at the main corral. Hopalong 
swung down from the saddled horse and 
called out sharply. 

Dave Saunders came up at a run, fol- 
lewed closely by his friend Wyatt. 

“All right, boys,’’ said Hopalong, 
bending swiftly over one of the prison- 
ers taken by Matt and Johnny. His 
fingers worked swiftly at the repes. 
“Herd them hosses ahead of us on th’ 
Tinaja Verde trail. Here comes Johnny: 
he didn’t wait for th’ signal. He'll help 
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you. Fire three quick shots for Matt, an’ 
then move rapid”? 

He helped the prisoner to his feet, 
gripping him with fierce strength. 

“In three minutes th’ Palmer House 
is goin’ up in smoke. There’s twenty- 
five pounds of dynamite against th’ wall, 
an’ I ain’t sayin’ where. Th’ general 
store is goin’ up with it. It’ll take you 
one minute to run to th’ Palmer Tfouse 
an’ warn yore friends; an’ about th’ 
same amount of time for them to get out 
of th’ buildin’. Rub yore ankles an’ 
knees an’ get limbered up: an’ when I 
say go you GO!”’ 

Dust was sweeping over them in dense 
clouds as the impounded horses were 
driven out of the corral, herded up, and 
started for the trail. Hopalong saw 
Matt and Tex running up, and shouted 
for them to stand by the riding horses. 
He looked again at his watch, slapped 
the prisoner on the shoulder, and gave 
him the word to start. 

“Qo!” he shouted, and as the fright- 
ened man darted awav toward the 
Palmer House, shouting ont his identity 
at every jump, Iopalong released the 
second prisoner, jerked him to his feet, 
and shoved him after the first. ‘‘Seat!’’ 
he shouted, and then laughed aloud, as 
he turned to dash for the horses. 

Swinging into their saddles, the little 
group whirled and raced for the street, 
swung northward along it and then 
turned off in the direction of the Tinaja 
Verde trail, riding in the dust of the 
horse herd, dust which still filled the air. 
When on the outskirts of the town and 
well out of revolver range of the Palmer 
House, they drew up, waiting. 

Already the involuntary garrison of 
the Palmer House was streaming from 
doors and windows, and running from 
the building as if it were a thing ac- 
cursed. The mounted friends saw the 
last man emerge and start down the 
street like a frightened rabbit. In his 
panic he had turned the wrong way, and 
just as he was between the two buildings 
there sprang heavenward a great cloud 
of smoke, dust. and débris. Almost be- 
fore the sound had died out there came a 
second eruption as the general] store dis- 
appeared. The unlucky last man was 
blown off his feet, but they could see him 
scrambling frantically away on all fours. 

The billowing smoke swirled and 
thinned, and what was left of the princi- 


pal part of Hell’s Center stood gutted 
and gaunt against the still gray western 
sky. 

‘‘There goes their grub an’ their 
liquor, said Hopalong, chuckling. 
‘We've got their hosses, saddles, an’ 
rifles. Looks like there’ll be a kinda pa- 
rade startin’ toward San Ignacio when 
th’ sun goes down. Hi! Damn’ if they 
ain’t shootin’ at us!”’ 


IS friends laughed in derision, for 

the bullets were falling far short, 
throwing up little jets of sand, just able 
to be seen in the growing light. No one 
made any effort to reply, although there 
were two rifles there that could have 
spanned the distance and with some to 
spare. 

Matt Skinner raised his arm and 
thumbed his nose at the furious popu- 
lation of Hell’s Center; and then, swing- 
ing around, joined his already moving 
friends. 

They soon caught up with the horse 
herd and helped to drive it. All that day 
they went on, through the dust and the 
heat, and into the evening. Then the 
lava belt was reached and thev knew that 
it was only a few more miles to the water 
hole. At last they reached it and saw, 
to their utter amazement, a lean lanky 
cowpuncher sifting cross-legged on the 
ground beside a little pile of twigs. As 
they rode np he struek a mateh and 
started the fire. 

“Great mavericks!’’ marveled Hopa- 
long, dismounting. ‘‘You been here all 
this time ?’’ 

“No; no, I ain’t,’’ answered Nueces, 
gravely shaking his head. ‘‘T only got 
here two days ago, I got to figgerin’ that 
mebby you boys would have to come out 
on th’ jump, an’ if yon did, vou’d shore 
head for this water. I allus figger that 
it’s a good thing, out on th’ desert, to 
keep a water hole in th’ fambly ; so I been 
layin’ on my belly, up there, seein’ to 
it that no ITell’s Center hombres got here 
ahead of you an’ took possession. I've 
heen so hot T near drank up all th’ water 
myself. How’d vou make out ?”’ 

Hopalong looked around and saw that 
the Kid was helping the riders with the 
horse herd, and that he was taking a sort 
of interest in the work. 

‘We got th’ whole six, an ’a few ex- 
tra.” he answered. ‘‘That kid come back 
ag’in with fifty pounds of dynamite to 
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blow up th’ gang an’ hisself at th’ same 
time. He’s goin’ back East, where he be- 
longs.” 

“Fifty pounds of dynamite?” 
breathed Nueces. ‘‘ Fifty pounds of dyna- 
mite, plumb wasted! What a pity”? 

**No,’’ drawled Hopalong, chuckling. 
“‘It wasn’t wasted. It just blew up, an’ 
took most of Hell’s Center with it. Piled 
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it against th’ store an’ th’ Palmer House, 
an’ let her go. Let’s open th’ cache an’ 
get supper ready for th’ boys.’’ 
“‘She’s already open,’’ said Nueces, 
yanking a tarpaulin from a pile of stuff 
behind him. ‘‘Fifty pounds of dyna- 
mite ag’in two mud walls! Hell, let’s 
start cookin’.”’ 
And they did. 
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is as honest as Solly MeGuire? 
It’s true that his honesty was 
somethin’ of a tradition in these parts. 


like his lyin’. He didn’t go in for the 
big whoppers that nobody except ten- 
derfcet are expected to believe. When 
he lied to you you believed him, even if 
you knew better. An’ when his sense of 
honesty told him to do a thing he done 
it. Like the Vaughn case in which I, Jim 
Connell, happened to be mixed up. 

Not that Solly ever took any pleasure 
in deceivin’ anybody. His whole nature 
run contrary to them precepts. Tow- 
soever, he never allowed himself to be- 
come a slave to a reputation for truth 
and veracity. And whenever he deemed 
it expedient, as you might say, he could 
be plumb relentless in steerin’ some mis- 
directed hombre on a course that was 
wormwood to his soul. 

Otherwise, Solly was real do-cile, an’ 
bein’ plenty Scoteh by nature, he never 
wasted his talent. 


102 


e 
Honest pe” A 


by FRANK C. & O. A. ROBERTSON 


OU ask me what people around 
here mean when they say a man 


Bein’ a professional bronco twister, 
an’ havin’ a stand in with all the big 
horse outfits Solly made a lot more mon- 
cy than a regular cowhand, so any 
buckaroo that got a chance to throw in 
with him felt lueky. Wherever there was 
a big buneh of bronks to be seratehed 
out,Solly always got first chance at ’em, 
an’ the big outfits were always willin’ to 
pay him more than they would anybody 
else. 

Not that he was any world’s beater as 
arider. He was good all right, but there 
were quite a few of us that figgered 
we knew somebody that was better, even 
if we didn’t claim that honor ourselves. 
It. was in savvy of hotse nature where 
Solly had it over the most of us. 

To sce him take the kinks out of a bad 
one an’ git on easy terms with it would 
make vou think he’d cast a spell over it. 
Of course, every now an’ then he'd come 
up against a killer, but the worst of ’em 
seldom get as tough with him as they 
would with some other twister. People 
were that way about him, too. Kinda. 
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I’ve known a few hombres that sorta 
wanted to auger with him, but they never 
could seem to find a good place to begin 
at. 

Another thing about that, though, was 
that Solly always had a pardner that had 
to be reckoned with. Ho never did seem 
to care to go it alone. Before I hooked 
up with him he had a young fellow by 
the name of Billy Vaughn. 

Billy was altogether unlike Solly ; wild 
an’ reckless, an’ about as uncertain as a 
cross-eyed woman with a garden hase. 
All he knew about horses was to stay 
on top of ’em. He couldn’t see danger 
if it was comin’ at him as big as a house 
till it hit him in the face. But in spite 
of Solly’s savvy, eaution, an’ experience, 
he got hurt a lot more times than Billy 
did just ridin’ his luck. 

Billy finally got himself killed though, 
but durin’ the time they were together 
he never missed a day’s ride on account 
of injury. An’ Solly didn’t git to go to 
the funeral because he was already in the 
hospital himself. Howsomever, that puts 
me somewhat ahead of this incident I’m 
aimin’ to relate. 

They’d taken a contraet at the time to 
snap out about a hundred head of bron- 
cos for old man Beardsdall down on the 
edge of the desert. It was a tough bunch 
of mustangs that the local brone fighters 
had been shyin’ away from for some 
time. An’ there wasn’t nobody criticis- 
in’ ’em for it either. 

There was some pretty old horses in 
the lot an’ they were all plenty tough. 
Some of ’em had been monkeyed with be- 
fore, which don’t make ’em a bit more 
congenial to mingle with. 

Among the spoiled lot was a big blue 
roan, which had killed a brone stomper 
who had started a bunch of ’em two 
years before. This Grizzly horse was 
among the first they got in. He was cight 
or nine years old an’ naturally plumb 
bad. On top of that he seemed to remem- 
ber that he’d earned two years’ freedom 
by killin’ one twister an’ was plumb 
willin’ to bargain for additional liberty 
on them same terms. 

For all that he’d handled a lot of them 
kind of horses, Solly was some afraid of 
Grizzly. All of which ain’t no reflection 
on Satly’s courage. He was just plumb 
experienced in them things an’ knew 
what a bad horse could do. 

I happened to be at the corral when 


Solly forked this Grizzly horse for the 
first time, an’ right then I seen that a 
bullet between that pony’s eyes would 
have simplified matters a heap. When 
that brone found hiinself hemmed in by 
the corral fence, he put everybody out 
of it an’ off of it. Solly had to rope him 
from the outside, an’ at that the horse 
came blamed near climbin’ over after 
him before Billy could git a rope on his 
fect an’ git him down. 


FTER hog-tyin’ him an’ gittin’ the 

saddle on, they turned everything 
else out of the corral. Then Solly got 
all the saddle under him he could, an’ 
Billy slipped the ropes. 

Grizzly come up squealin’, an’ for 
about six jumps he sure made Solly hang 
an’ rattle. Then when it looked like 
he’d about bucked himself out, he 
changed tactics and went over back- 
wards. Right there’s where Solly’s 
quick wit an’ caution failed to click. 

As Grizzly went over he crashed against 
the fence. Solly could have went over 
with him as he’d probably done with a 
hundred horses before, an’ likely fell 
clear. Likely he’d have got the saddle 
under him aguin in time to come up on 
top, but bein’ on the ground with an 
animal like this Grizzly horse wasn’t 
what he was hankerin’ for, an’ Solly 
wasn’t no hand to take chances. So quick 
you could hardly see how it was done, he 
grabbed onto the fence an’ let the horse 
go down without him. 

Solly grabbed a pole with one hand 
an’ had his feet on another one lower 
down, but he didn’t climb on over, just 
hung there lookin’ back at the horse. 
He’d been mighty fast in takin’ advan- 
tage of the break that had come to him. 
but he’d accidentally shoved one foot 
between a pair of poles, an’ it stuck 
there for maybe a quarter of a minute. 

That horse was up like he’d been 
bounced, an’ the lunge he made for Solly 
hangin’ there on the fence would have 
made a mountain lion look sleepy. Solly 
jerked his foot loose but he’d been de- 
layed too long. Grizzly got a mouthful 
of clothes an’ hide an’ the next instant 
Solly was ont in the corral with that 
crazy med horse churnin’ up an’ down 
on him with both front feet, bitin’ an’ 
squealin’ like a stuck hog. 

There was only one thing to do an’ 
Solly done it. He curled up on his side 
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with his arm over his head an’ took it 
until Billy eould ride in an’ fight the 
horse off with a club, while the rest of us 
got to Solly an’ snaked him out of the 
corral. 

Billy Vaughn was plumb beside him- 
self with grief until Solly assured him 
he wasn’t goin’ to die. At that he'd an- 
cumulated a broken arm and shoulder 
an’ several cracked ribs. However, about 
the first thing he said was for Billy not 
to take it out on the horse. 

“It’s our game, not his,’ Solly says. 
“Tf he don't wan’t to play with us, he’s 
got a right to buck about it.’’ 

That was like Solly, an’ considerin’ 
the eondition he was in, Billy didn’t 
argue about it. Just the same, I could 
see that the Grizzly pony was in for a 
mighty tough session. 

We took Solly to the hospital that 
afternoon, but before we left him, it was 
arranged for me to help Billy go on 
with the job. 

We worked for a week, an’ then the 
brone stompin’ job come to a sudden 
stop. Grizzly caught Billy nappin’, an’ 
I wasn’t close enough to do him any 
good. When I got to him he scemed to 
have something powerful urgent to say, 
but all he could do was whisper a girl’s 
name, We buried the boy a month be- 
fore Solly got out of the hospital. 

Billy Vanghn’s folks lived filty miles 
away, so Solly didn’t get to see any of 
’em until after the horse buyer arrived 
an’ accepted the string of broncos as 
broke saddle horses. 

With the others went about twenty- 
five head that Billy an’ Solly had picked 
up an’ broke for themselves. I remem- 
ber what they brought—twenty-two hun- 
dred an’ fifty dollars. Solly just sold 
the horses in his own name. He eashed 
the cheek, takin’ the money in big bills, 
an’ set out to visit Billy’s folks. 

Countin’ the money Solly always kept 
with him, an’ the wages he'd collected 
from Beardsdall, the horse moncy made 
quite a stake. Right close to three thou- 
sand dollars. Solly always carried quite 
a roll in an old black bill fold, which he 
kept in his hip pocket, buttoned down, 
an’ he had a habit of feelin’ for it every 
few minutes to make sure it was still 
there. 

Also, we had that Grizzly horse with 
us. Which was just another of Solly’s 
funny notions, Rather than have the 


horse shipped some place where he 
wasn't known, an’ where he’d be pretty 
sure to kill somebody else, Solly had 
bought him in himself. 

I wasn’t acquainted with the Vaughns, 
an’ as Billy hadn’t been on good terms 
with his family for some time, Solly had 
never met ’em either. All that Solly 
knew about ’em was that the family 
eousisted ot the old folks and a boy older 
than Billy, who had garnered up a local 
reputation as a mean, no-aceount bully. 

None of the family knew anything 
about the horse money, or they'd have 
been after it. Solly could have got 
plumb away with it if he’d wanted to. 
But that was where that honesty of his 
come in. 


E drifted in just about sundown, 

an’ the family was out on the front 
porch. Solly introduced himself as 
Billy `s pardner, but we was made to feel 
that our droppin’ in on ’em wasn’t any- 
thing to git exeited about. But you 
should have seen their faeces change when 
Solly flashed that roll of greenbacks an’ 
informed ’em that eleven hundred an’ 
twenty-five dollars of it belonged to 
Billy. 

The atmosphere sure warmed right 
then. That kind of honesty, I reekon, 
hadn’t been included in their course of 
study. Their eyes sure gleamed when 
the rested on that wad of money. Espe- 
cially Fred’s—that was the boy older 
than Billy. 

After that we was real company, an’ 
they insisted on us stayin’ all night. 
Fred himself showed us to a room up- 
stairs when it was time to turn in, 

There wasn’t any latch on our door, 
an’ not knowin’ who might be sleepin’ in 
the room opposite, we set a chair against 
it to keep it shut. It don’t seem no time 
till daylight, when we’re waked up by 
quite a commotion goin’ on downstairs. 

We rolled out right away an’ was git- 
tin’ our clothes on when Solly put his 
right hand en his hip an’ give a sort of 
snort. Ile drops the boot in his hand 
au’ pulls out his bill fold. 

“Hell, Jim, I’ve been robbed,’’ he says 
in a kind of a hoarse whisper. 

“‘No,’’ I says, ‘‘there couldn’t nobody 
git in here.” The chair was still against 
the door. 

“I sure’n hell have. Look.” He 
comes hobblin’ aeross on one high-heeled 
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boot an’ one sock foot, holdin’ the 
pocketbook out in front of him. 

Sure enough there wasn’t nothing in 
it but a picce of folded newspaper. 
He’d been so used to the feel of that 
pocketbook that he’d noticed somethin’ 
wrong with it when he stooped over to 
pull on his boot. He walked over to the 
window an’ looked down. 

‘It was that cock-eyed Fred,” he goes 
on. ‘‘My pants were on a chair right 
here in front of the window. He’s 
fetched a ladder an’ climbed up an` got 
it without ever comin’ in the room.’’ 

We looked down, but the ground was 
too hard-packed out there to leave any 
tracks that couldn’t be scuffed out. 

I’m nowhere near as cool about it as 
Solly, but just the same, J see plain 
enough where things are goin’ to lead 
when it becomes known that the money 
has been swiped. It’s goin’ to look like 
I’ve taken the money, an’ am tryin’ to 
frame it onto some member of the 
Vaughn family. I said as much to Solly. 

“We won't talk about it,’’ Solly says. 
‘There's no use makin’ a fuss, an’ we’ve 
got a lot better chance of gittin’ it baek 
if he don’t know we've missed it. That’s 
what Fred figgered on, thinkin’ I'd just 
feel of it an’ not look at it till I got 
home. By that time I wouldn’t have no 
way of provin’ where I’d lost it.’’ 

I wanted to jump Fred about it right 
now, but at the same time I realized that 
it wouldn't do any good. He’d just 
deny it an’ there we’d be—no way in the 
world of makin’ our charges stick. And 
every chirp we made would be puttin’ 
me in a worse hole than I was already in. 

“I promised my mother we’d take a 
trip back east this winter to where she 
was raised, an’ now I’m just about 
broke,’’ Solly says, as though that closes 
the diseussion, but I could see that his 
jaws had set kinda flat an’ hard. 

Howsomeever, while we were comin’ 
downstairs we heard somethin’ that took 
the money off our minds for the time 
bein’.”’ 

“You went an’ stole Kitty away from 
Billy, so whether it’s you or him that’s 
responsible for this fix, you gotta marry 
her,’’ comes floatin’ up to us in a kinda 
scairt, high-pitehed voice. 

‘There's a purty girl settin’ by the 
door cryin’. A crippled old man with a 
face like the tail-end o’ hard times is 
shakin’ a mean finger at Fred, like he’s 


right out of patience with him. 

‘You know I ain’t got the money for 
hospitals an’ such,’’ he howls when we 
come in. 

Fred just sets there with a leerin’ grin 
spread over his face, an’ the girl evi- 
dently finds it an’ us a little too plenty, 
for she lets out a little sereech an’ dives 
out through the door. Fred makes a 
grab at the old feller’s serawny neck an’ 
boosts him out through the door, too. We 
could hear a bullyin’ an’ a whimperin’ 
exchange of compliments goin’ on out 
there, an’ then a buckboard rattles away. 

“I wouldn’t marry that ole devil's 
daughter if he had a million dollars,’’ 
Fred chuckled when he came back in, 
‘*let's eat.” 

‘*They’re allus tryin’ to make trouble 
for poor Fred,’’ his mother puts a sooth- 
in’ finish to the subject, an’ we all set 
up to the table. 


FTER breakfast, old man Vaughn 

suggested to Fred that he ride into 
town with us an’ bank the money Solly 
had given him. 

There’s an interested look on Solly’s 
face as he watched the old man hand that 
money to Fred, but he don’t say any- 
thing. Ile knows Fred ain’t the kind 
to take liberties with. He wasn’t any 
good, but he won’t stand messin’ with. 
A lot of fellers had found that out. 

Fred got away from the house ahead 
of the rest of us, an’ when we went out 
to git our horses he was already sad- 
dlin’ up. As he stooped over to reach 
the cinch, I caught sight of a six-shooter 
strapped on under his coat. I shot a 
glance at Solly an’ scen that he’d noticed 
it, too. However, he just winked at me 
an’ went on. 

“Right niee little family ruckus,” 
Solty whispers as we pick up our bridles. 

‘*Kitty—that’s the name Billy spoke 
when he died,” I whispers back, an’ I 
seen Solly `s face set fray an’ hard like a 
chunk of granite. ‘‘Help me git my sad- 
dle on Grizzly,” he says. 

That request seemed kinda off color, 
but just for that reason I didn’t say any- 
thing. Ridin’ a bad horse into town 
where it might buck into a crowd of 
women an’ kids, or where some unwary 
person might bump into it an’ git killed, 
was somethin’ Solly hadn’t never been 
guilty of. 


106 


WESTERN NOVEL AND SHORT STORIES 


Of course Grizzly had tamed consider- 
able by that time an’ was more or less a 
broke horse. That is, he’d kinda got 
reconciled to havin’ a rider on his back, 
an’ if a man was careful he could move 
around him on the ground without git- 
tin’ struck at or kicked, but he had to be 
mighty sedate about it. One of the 
things the horse still wouldn’t stand for 
was havin’ his head touched. 

You couldn’t git a bridle on him with- 
out throwin’ an’ hog-tyin’ him, but Solly 
rode him with a hack, an’ never took it 
off. By bein’ careful about tyin’ in the 
reins an’ not touchin’ his nose he got 
along all right. 

Fred was ready to go before we got 
our bed horse packed, but he didn’t offer 
to help an’ stood around an’ watched 
while we got the saddle onto Grizzly. 
Mrs. Vaughn had come out to say some- 
thin’ to him, an’ seein’ our careful prep- 
arations, was still hangin’ around the 
outside of the corral waitin’ to see the ex- 
citement when Solly gits on. 

‘“‘Is—is that the horse that killed 
Billy ?’’ she asks kinda solemu as Solly 
led the old outlaw out into the middle of 
the corral, an’ I went to git my horse. 

Solly hesitates a minute before answer- 
in’. ‘‘No, this is the one that ‘s liable to 
kill me if I ain’t eareful,’’ he says an’ 
grins; but I reckon the woman don’t 
figure he’s jokin’—much. Solly always 
does look kinda pale around the gills 
when he’s mountin’ a bad one, an’ that’s 
the way he looks now. 

He steps in close, while the rattles in 
Grizzly’s nose are goin’ like a couple of 
crickets, hitches up his chaps an’ then 
feels of his hip pocket an’ makes sure 
that it’s buttoned down. If there’s any- 
thing wrong with it he don’t seem to 
know it. 

I’m watchin’ Fred. He’s always 
seemed to be plumb at ease, but now it 
seems to me he relaxes in dead earnest. 
There’s a peculiar little smile comes on 
his face an’ stays there while Solly gits 
a short grip on his reins, turns the stir- 
rup around, slips his foot in it, an’ eases 
himself off the ground. 

Grizzly takes it, though his nose is still 
rattlin’, an’ he’s got his eyes rolled back 
until nothin’ shows froin in front but the 
whites. As Solly straightens up in the 
saddle he heaves a sigh of relief himself, 
an’ favors the rest of us with a grin of 
achievement. I’d a swore, myself, that 


there ain’t a thing on his mind but 
Grizzly’s behavior, an’ that he’s plumb 
satisfied with that. The safest place 
around that horse is right up in the mid- 
dle of him, an’ up there Solly seemed 
to feel kinda secure, an’ all his concerns 
seemed to fall off him like a cloak, 

We could see old man Vaughn grin- 
nin’ at us an’ wavin’ good-bye from the 
porch. 

“So long, Mrs. Vaughn, see you in 
church, an’ tell dad I can’t wave good- 
bye without gittin’ bucked off,” Solly 
says as me an’ Fred drops in on each 
side an’ edges Grizzly out through the 
gate. 


N half a mile Grizzly had left the 
kinks out of his back an’ showed 
every indication of bein’ good for all 
day, but at a little, sandy-bottomed ereek 
a mile from the house Solly pulls up an’ 
stops. 

“Tve got to have a drink,” he says an’ 
prepares to dismount. 

“*You’re safe enough where you are,’ 
I tells him. ‘‘ Wait till we git to town.” 

‘Yeah, we can git somethin’ good to 
drink there,” Fred chimes in, but Solly 
is already off. 

Grizzly lets out a snort an’ jumps 
away, but for once he don't kick or 
strike. Gittin’ off of him so soon after 
gittin’ on must have sorta took him by 
surprise. 

Solly lets him have enough rope to be 
safe an’ sprawls down ou his belly beside 
the creek, an’ took a long drink. Then 
he hunkers down on his heels an` starts 
buildin’ a smoke like he has all day to 
sct there. There’s a peculiar grin on his 
chops, an’ me an’ Fred just set there 
watchin’ him. 

“I got a surprise for vou, Fred,’’ he 
remarks, as he pokes his sack of Durham 
back into lis shirt pocket. 

Fred Vaughn don’t say a thing, but he 
stiffeus in the saddle, an’ it seems to me 
he gits ready to reach for that shoulder 
holster under his coat. Just tense un’ 
ready. But if there’s anything comin’ 
off Solly don’t show he anticipates it 
none whatever. 

“That’s so?’’ Fred says finally, kinda 
soft an’ wary. 

‘Yes, sir. See this horse? 
belongs to you.”’ 

“What?” Fred blurts. 

“Yep. Plenty times I’ve heard Billy 


7 


Well, he 


HONEST PARDNER 


107 


say he'd shore like to see you ridin’ this 
Grizzly horse, so I figger he’d want you 
to have him.” 

I’m plumb unable to see what’s in the 
wind, but I know there’s a eyelone 
broodin’ for Fred. I’ve heard Billy 
make that same remark, but I never fig- 
gered it was inspired by no brotherly 
love. 

Right away a pleased grin comes over 
Fred’s faee. Old Grizzly is a sure 
enough goud-lookin’ piece of horseflesh, 
an’ sinee Solly’s been so honest about 
the money Fred don’t doubt he’s on the 
level now. 

‘* How come you don’t say so before?” 
Fred wants to know. 

‘“On aceount of him bein’ purty 
spooky fer a colt I thought I’d unkink 
him for you before I turned him over,’’ 
Solly explains. 

“Colt, did you say?” Fred grins. 

‘Why, yes. He’s comin’ four in the 
Spring,” Solly says plumb innocent. 
Grizzly’s ten if he’s a day, but it’s not 
my put-in if Solly wants to prevarieate. 

‘Why man, you’re either kiddin’ me, 
or else that brone’s got you fooled com- 
plete,” Fred laughs. ‘‘That plug’ll 
never see twelve again. Look at them 
fetlocks.’’ 

“No?” Solly says like he’s kinda 
miffed. ‘‘Look at his teeth if yuli don’t 
believe me.”’ 

It’s a challenge, an` Fred elimbs right 
down. I just had time to git my brone 
in the elear when Fred makes a grab for 
Grizzly’s head. He just brushes the 
horse’s nose, but that’s a plenty. 
“Waugh!” Grizzly says, an ` goes up like 
the beast he’s named after. 

Fred dodges, but he ain’t quiek 
enough. Down eomes one of Grizzly’s 
front feet an’ pats him on the head. 
As Fred goes down on his knees Grizzly 
lands about four more with them feet 
so fast you ean't eount ’em. Solly 
swings on the rope then an’ turns the 
horse away. 

Grizzly has gone plumb hog wild by 
that time an’ jerks the rope out of 
Solly’s hand an’ quits the flat. I start 
after him, but Solly yells for me to git 
some water. 

While I’m dippin’ up a hatful of 
water Solly has dragged Fred over to 
the edge of the ereck. He ain’t exactly 
uneonseious, but his brain is a heap 
addled, an’ I keep him gaspin’ for breath 


with hatful after hatful of water while 
Solly frisks him for that stolen money. 
Finally Solly sets baek on his heels an’ 
shakes his head. He ean’t find no money 
exeept what Fred is to bank, which he 
puts back in Fred's poeket. But he 
empties Fred's holster. 

“No use drowndin’ him, I guess,’’ he 
says, an’ we roll the feller over an’ give 
him a kinda belated ehanee to come to. 
Fred wasn’t what you'd eall bad hurt, 
but he sure looked messed up. He had 
a bump the size of a sagehen’s egg on the 
top of his head, an’ a few mighty sore 
spots along his back, an’ one ear is 
danged near skinned off. But all we 
seemed to have got done, besides blood- 
atonin’ Fred fer some of his sins, was to 
have lost old Grizzly. 


OLLY was afoot, unless he rode on 

top of the bed horse, so he ketehes 
Fred’s horse. Fred is settin’ up now, 
madder’n a wet hen, an’ feclin’ through 
his poekets. ‘‘ You’ve took my gun,” he 
yells. 

“Jist holdin’ it till after the cere- 
mony,” Solly says quiet-like. 

“What ceremony?” Fred wants to 
know, but just the same there’s a seared 
look eomin’ on his faee which shows he’s 
beginnin’ to get Solly’s drift. 

Solly’ tosses Fred’s gun to me, an’ 
turns to Fred. ‘‘Git on your horse, 
Fred, an’ Pl elimb on behind you,” he 
says. ‘‘We’re headin’ for the justice of 
the peace, an’ there's goin’ tuh be a wed- 
din or 

Fred fully understands now that we’re 
intendin’ to marry him to that girl that 
made the early eall on him, an’ he begins 
to erawl. ‘‘Hell, fellers,’? he whines, 
“I ean’t marry nobody. They’d throw 
me in the van for bigamy. I’ve already 
been married oncet, an’ ain't never been 
divoreed,’’ 

For onee Solly indulges in a little 
high-powered eussin’ an’ looks like he 
don’t know what to do next. “Hel. 
that’s right,” he says kinda to himself, 
“Billy told me.*’ Then he swings aboard 
Fred's horse. ‘‘You ean walk home, 
ean’t you, Fred ?’’ he asks. 

Takin’ his horse seems to make Fred 
more excited than all the rest of the 
meanness we’ve done to him. 

“You can’t take my horse!’ he 
sercams, an’ proves he’s able to walk 
home by startin’ a rush for Solly, but he 
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sees his own persuader in my hand point- 
in’ his way an’ decides to stay put. 

But his talk ain’t nowise entertainin’ 
to listen to, so we rode away follerin’ 
Grizzly’s trail. “PI turn your horse 
loose to come home when we ketch that 
runaway Colt,’’ Solly yells back at Fred, 
kinda rubbin’ it in. 

We had to chase that cussed outlaw 
ten miles before I got a chance to hang 
my twine on him. 

Grizzly ain’t got over his mad spell 
yet, an’ as the rope chokes him he rares 
up an’ takes a fightin’ swing at Solly up 
on Fred’s horse. Solly throws himself 
way out to avoid them rakin’ hoofs, but 
his cinch has been workin’ a little loose 
an’ over he goes, saddle an’ all. Solly 
lands in the dirt clear of Grizzly, but 
Fred’s horse lights out for home a-buck- 
in’, with that empty saddle under his 
belly. Ife ain’t gone more’n four jumps 
when the saddle blanket slides out. 

“My gosh, look!’’ Solly yells as T spur 
out an’ yauk Grizzly away. That Tnjun 
blanket, “folded both ways to make rour 
thicknesses, i is now unfurled on top of the 
sage bushes an’ the ground around it is 
carpeted with grecubacks. 

“‘The son of a gun!’’ Solly whispers 
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an’ sets down on a sage bush like he’s 
gone too sick to stand up. ‘‘Fred had 
that money folded up in his saddle blan- 
ket, an’ if it hadn’t been for Grizzly 
we’d a sent it back to him.”’ 

I was pretty shaky. If we hadn’t 
found that money I never coulda been 
sure that Solly didn’t half suspect me 
of takin’ it. I suggested that we'd bet- 
ter git the hell outa that country before 
somethin’ else happened, but Solly just 
set there on that sage bush lookin’ sober. 
I saw a palish green color comin’ over 
his face, an’ I knew something else was 
just bound to happen. 

““We’ve got one more job to git over 
with first,” he says to me. ‘‘It’s that 
girl of Billy’s. No matter what she done 
he sure wanted her taken care of. Fur- 
thermore,’’ he says in a kinda weak voice, 
‘‘she needs marryin’—bad. We’ve got 
to marry her, Jim.” 

‘For Gawd’s sake, feller,” I protests, 
“I ain’t gonna marry nobody!’’ 

“I ain’t askin” you to,” Solly snaps 
back vicious, though his teeth are chat- 
terin’. ‘‘Billy was my pardner. But 
you’re comin’ along just the same an’ 
give mc some moral support.’’ 

THE END 
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In GF a Bez Man 


by CHARLES TENNEY JACKSON 


EPUTIES Mahaffy and Moffett 
waited in the shadow of the con- 
crete irrigation flume just below 
the point of the black rock where 

the Los Gatos road bent sharply between 
the cañon wall and a sheer drop of two 
hundred feet into the creek bed. It was 
a good spot to halt a lone bad man com- 
ing down into this trap from Starrett’s 
camp. Rounding the rock he would 
stand sharply in the clear desert moon- 
light with every move outlined while the 
officers covered him with their guns from 
the shade of the cliff. 

Deputy Mahaffy of Francey County, 
Kansas, shoved the steel cuffs back into 
his overcoat pocket for the fourth time 
and hunehed nervously around where he 
could see Deputy Moffett of San An- 
dreas, Arizona. The big automatic on 
his hip worried his rheumatic leg, too, for 
Mr. Mahaffy was not used to shooting- 
irons. 

Deputy Moffett spat into the road dust 
and listened to Deputy Mahaify rehearse 
this job in a husky whisper. 

“AH I want, mister, is for you to stand 


by till I git this prisoner loaded on that 
eastbound train that goes through your 
town at four fifty-five tomorry mornin’. 
He might be a pretty bad Injun to han- 
dle. Now, back in Kansas, we got good 
Injuns, mostly. They come into town 
frum the reservation selling galax and 
Christmas greens, aud some o° those old 
bucks Id divide my last scalp with. 

‘*But this here Pete Johnny I come out 
west to arrest, he sure broke loose on the 
warpath last summer. Shoots up the 
town and, when they gits him in jail, 
durned if he don’t clout the turnkey over 
the head, climb out and wing the con- 
stable and break for the timber. Nobody 
ever see him since.”’ 

**Fannin’ two guns?’’ inquired Dep- 
uty Moffett professionally. 

“Folks back there can’t understand it 
yet. This Pete Johnny was goin’ to the 
Cherokee school when he ups and de- 
clares himself. Fur as anybody figgered 
it was a Wild West medicine-show 
started him off. This show was on a va- 
cant lot jest back o’ the co’t-house. peace- 
ful as could be. The old doe was bally- 
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hooin’ his tonic, and his bunch o’ Sioux 
and Apaches was poundin’ kettle-drums 
and givin’ a war dance. 

‘This little Pete Johnny listens awhile 
in the crowd and then he ups and begins 
to shoot. He has two old German Luger 
pistols he got somewhere. The dang fool 
sure busts up that show. The tent 
catches fire and the hull town has to turn 
out volunteers or we’d lost the Fust Bap- 
tist church and Levy’s Emporium, too. 
Meantime this Pete Johnny chases them 
Apaches ’way up in the bresh on Chunky 
Gal Mountain. Some of ’em never 
turned up yet. 

‘The constable gathers Pete in; but he 
never would say what was eatin’ on him. 
He sits in his cell broodin’ a couple o’ 
hours and then produces another big gun 
somewhere and breaks jail. Looks to me, 
now, like he’d come out here to Arizony 
lookin’ for more o’ them Apaches.’’ 


EPUTY MOFFETT drew his white 

brows close in a frown over his 

frosty eyes and bit himself off a chew ere 
he answered. 

‘ Apaches — them is hard Injuns, 
brother. What kind o’ Injun did you 
say this hombre was?”’ 

“They tell me he was a Cherokee, 
mebbe.”’ 

‘*Sounds like some kind o’ chicken to 
me. You say he runs them Sioux and 
Apaches clean up in the bresh and no- 
body seen ’em since? Now, Apaches is 
tough Injuns, brother.’’ 

“Pete Johnny runs ‘em clean out o’ 
Kansas.”’ 

“You got, retorted Mr. Moffett 
eurtly, ‘‘to show me. Our Injuns don’t 
run so durn easy. “Taint natural. What 
I figger is that this buck o’ yourn jest 
went plum’ loco.’’ 

‘Clean fitified in the head I reckon. 
Now Sheriff Tom Floyd, back in Francey 
County, never would have got track o° 
this buck if he hadn’t been correspondin’ 
with Sheriff Beasley o` yore county. 
When Mr. Floyd finds Pete Johnny is 
hangin’ round this irrigation work-camp 
up there, shootin’ craps for a livin’, he 
sends me right out to fetch him back. In 
a way, you might say, Depitty, it’s the 
first big job the county ever handed me 
in nigh thirty years an’ more.” 

The Arizona officer looked the Kansas 
officer over carefully. In a way he 
thought that Deputy Mahaffy resembled 


himsclf as Deputy Moffett had glimpsed 
lis own person in the specky glass of the 
washroom in the county court-housc 
basement. In a way, an onlooker might 
have noticed this desemblance, also. 

Deputy. Mahaffy was white of hair and 
smooth-shaven. Deputy Moffett was 
white of hair but with a silvery, tobacco- 
stained mustache. Deputy Mahaffy 
moved heavily and with a sort of creaky 
care of his legs, as if thirty years in a 
swivel chair had made him sot and 
settled. 

Deputy Moffett felt that way himself. 
His old gray eyes peered out from under 
shaggy brows to meet an equally kindly, 
wistful look ip the blue eyes of the Kan- 
sas man. Thirty years of patient service 
in the San Andreas county court-house, 
Mr. Moffett had scen. Somehow he felt 
as if he had missed something. The 
Great West had passed him by. 

Wild days, colorful years of bad-men, 
fighting sheriffs, rollicking cowpunchers 
and turbulent miners—all had come and 
gone like a dream while old Mr. Moffett 
thumbed records and filed documents in 
the little back room of the offices where 
sheriff after sheriff had come and served 
and gone his way. 

He felt now that he never could visual- 
ize himself as a man-hunter, and, when 
he looked Deputy Mahaffy over, the Kan- 
san scemed just a stooped elderly office 
man, not at all easy with a gun in his belt 
er a pair of steel cuffs in his pocket to be 
snapped on the wrists of any wild young 
bad man eoming down this lonely road in 
the moonlight. 

Moffett wrinkled up his cheek with a 
slight cough to cover some slight per- 
turbation about this outlaw business. 

‘Well, brother, our Injuns is tough 
Injuns. Now if yore papers is right this 
bad hombre you want has been hangin’ 
rouud Starrett’s camp two weeks. Wait- 
in’ for pay day, mebbe. When them 
greasers git their hides full 0’ mescal, 
pay nights, them joints is no place for 
any grapejuice Injun.”’ 

‘‘ Accordin? to information and be- 
lief,” announced Mr. Mahaffy impor- 
tantly, ‘‘my Injun stops over in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, and cleans out a bunch o’ big 
rich oil Injuns in a crap game. Then he 
heads west huntin’ fur trouble. He had 
ought to be along here right soon if yore 
sheriff fixed it up right for us to git 
him.” 
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Mr. Moffett eased around testily and 
looked up the silent road. ln that moon- 
light you could see a man’s teeth to the 
turn of the rocks. In a way, he was anx- 
ious for this renegade young gunman 
from Kansas to come down that road 
and, then, in a way, he wasn't. 


E wondered how this Kansas officer 

could shoot. Mr. Moffett himself 
was loath to admit that this big forty- 
five on his hip felt out of place and in all 
his long tenure of office no sheriff had 
ever seen fit to start him off on a bad- 
man hunt. 

In a way Deputy Moffctt felt that 
Sheriff Beasley, even today, had dele- 
gated him to accompany the Kansas dep- 
uty to go pick up the fngitive because 
the sheriff thought that old man Moffett 
had been poring too hard over record 
books and figures in the county court- 
house and needed a week-end off up in 
the hills to get the air. 

The sheriff had even arranged the ar- 
rest, as it were, from the San Andreas 
court-house, by telephoning to the camp 
boss of the irrigation project aud telling 
him to ask the suspect to go down the 
Los Gatos road tonight to call at the rail- 
road station for a supposed telegram. 

Deputy Moffett hadn’t understood till 
he and the Kansas officer had gone six- 
teen miles out on the road in the buck- 
board, that this Injun Pete Johnny was 
a real bad-man, a gun-fightin’ breed and 
a jail breaker who had put two officers 
down for the count when he started to 
leave Kansas. 

But there was one thing which Mr. 
Moffett had hoped and desired, and that 
was that Deputy Mahaffy of Francey- 
ville, Kansas, was a good gun-shooting 
officer who could drop his man, belt- 
shooting, with an eyelash draw, at forty 
paces, if need be. 

Mr. Mahaffy wasn’t. Mr. Mahaffy 
had come to the Southwest fnlly expect- 
ing that the Arizona authorities would 
provide him with a good man and true in 
the way of an officer who had grown up 
in the saddle cracking down outlaws, 
with two guns working, four at a pop. 

Not for worlds did the deputy from 
Kansas wish the deputy from Arizona to 
know that the county had sent him on 
this quest to bring Injun Pete Johnny 
home because the supervisors thought he 
deserved a vacation with pay after serv- 


ing thirty-five years as court crier and 
summoner of delinquent taxpayers. 

In a way each felt that he had been 
buncoed as they sat against the wall by 
the roadside waiting for this renegade to 
walk inio the trap. Some thirty years 
for each, dodderiug over musty court- 
house chores, just hadn’t put Deputies 
Moffett and Mahaffy in the class of those 
famed sheriffs and town marshals of the 
old frontier. But now each felt that the 
big chance had come. Clothed with full 
authority to make arrest, out on the man 
trail, neither wanted to go back without 
some excitement. 

Deputy Moffett was even hoping—in a 
way—that this dang fool Indian would 
put up some kind of fight. Mr. Moffett 
felt that any Arizona brave would. Not 
that he knew much about them, for they 
were all herded away at the far end of 
the State from the peaceful seclusion of 
the San Andreas court-house, where he 
had rounded out thirty-odd years of pub- 
lie service. 

The Kansas officer felt much the same 
way. After listening two hours to Dep- 
uty Moffett’s loftiness about bad-men of 
the Southwest he thought that Injun 
Pete Johnny who had jumped the Kan- 
sas reservation ought to show some stuff 
for the natives ont here in the West. 

“Well,” muttered Mr Moffett, ‘‘he 
ought to be along. The camp boss said 
he’d start him down this road so’s you 
could pick him up alone with none of 
them greasers interferin’. Personally, I 
think this bad Injun o’ yours got all his 
idees o’ the war-trail out o’ the movies 
and readin’ them cowboy magazines. I 
read ’em myself right there in the San 


Andreas court-house. Some of ’em’s 
pretty good.”’ 
‘Well, yes, PH say so. But I don’t 


sce yet what hunch a Cherokee Injun 
back East got to bust up an Apache Wild 
West show.” 

““You say he runs our bucks up in the 
brush ?”’ 

“The town marshall finds feathers and 
beads and buckskin fringe all up the 
Chunky Gal road. Pete Johnny runs ’em 
a mile.”’ 

Deputy Moffett considered this slowly. 


a ELL, mebbe so. As I said as fur 

east as I got was El Paso, Texas. 
But one o’ the boys in our office goes to 
Boston once to fetch back a check-passer. 
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Well, sir, Collins says the East is a hell 
of a country. He says after the train 
left Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, they 
rushed and tromped over more damn 
two-by-four states than he ever tell of. 
He said he’d ask the peanut butcher, 
“Where are we now?’ The feller says, 
‘New Jersey.’ 

“Collins takes a chaw and tries to spit 
out the winda in a tunnel and they tells 
him it was New York. The next flicker 
Collins knowed they was clean under 
this dang state and somebody hollers it 
was Conneticut. 

“He geis up mad as hell in a couple 
o’ hours when they slewed him around 
into Vermont and New Hampshire, and, 
by the time he gits into Maine, where 
this check-passer had jumped, Collins 
was so fed up on states and statutes and 
limitations he packs his guns in a grip 
and eomes back. No East for me, 
brother.’’ 

‘Well, Kansas’s different. We got a 
sight o’ breshy mountains back o’ Chunky 
Gal. A bad-man could hide up in back 
aud the hull gove-ment couldn’t git hiin 
out. Out here in the West you got too 
many daug motor roads and seenery ho- 
tels. Pete Johnny might have beco 
mighty disappointed if he was lookin’ 
fur trouble.’’ 

“Hey?” queried Deputy Moffett tes- 
tily, for he was gettiug stiff in the bones 
sitting against this cold eoncrete. ‘‘Trou- 
ble? If this Kansas buck eome West 
honin’ for blood let him be. I'll steer 
him down on the border where Injuns 1s 
one hundred per cent. Americans. You 
ean take him home then, what's left o’ 
him aud his hair, in a woman’s war- 
paint box. It’ll save yore state ex- 
peuses.’’ 

“T’ll take him home, skipper,” re- 
torted Mr. Mahaffy, ‘‘hear them euffs 
jingle, hey? You just stand by, Dep- 
itty 

Officer Mahaffy tinkled the euffs in his 
pocket again with a hand that trembled 
slightly from the cold night. Then he 
stopped this noise aud stared fixedly at 
the sharp turn of the road about the 
point of rocks. There, in the brilliant 
moonlight, stood a solitary figure. It 
had stopped a moment as if listening. 
Then it eame on silently. the white dust 
jetting up at each quick step. 

Deputies Mahaffy and Moffett slid up 
heavily against the wall. 


“‘Thar’s yore meat, brother,’’ whis- 
pered Mr. Moffett hoarsely. 

‘Come ou—’’ 

Deputy Mahaffy felt for his gun, but 
the belt had slid so that it was away 
around by his spine, under a buttoned- 
up overcout. He glaneed hurriedly at the 
eranite hard face of the Arizona officer. 
Mr. Moffett’s white mustache was work- 
ing rapidly up and down in a mutter 
which the Kansas man could not under- 
stand at all. Then the Arizona deputy 
folded his arms resignedly and nodded 
to his companion. 

“Do yore stuff, brother,” he said. 

Officer Mahaffy had no time to figure 
his stuff. He stood in deep shadow, and 
this slender figure rounded the rock from 
bright moonlight squarely into him. 

The thin brown faee of Injun Pete 
Johnny registered instant surprise. His 
worn summer suit looked as if he had 
slept in it for weeks. His plaid cap was 
powdered gray with aikali. His threc- 
color socks and mountain-toed college 
shocs of mustard yellow were unkempt 
as if he had found the war-trail loug and 
hard. 

But his black eyes widened between 
rifts of black coarse hair hanging over 
his brow, the same shock of eaveman hair 
that cheer leaders of Cherokee School No. 
2 had seen many a day in sixty-yard 
dashes from the forward pass, and the 
debating teams had watched gleaming 
slick with ‘‘Stayso’’ and combed straight 
baek over his skull, hardly stirring a 
strand, even as Pete Johnny shrilly de- 
bated the Constitution or ‘‘Resolved that 
the beauties of Nature surpass the beau- 
ties of Art.” 


E never moved as Deputy Sheriff 

Mahaffy’s exeited fingers closed 
down on his hard, sleuder arm. Then he 
murmured— 

‘‘ Exeuse me, please.’’ 

“‘Tlands up!’’ yelled Mr. Mahaffy. 

“ Exeuse, please.’’ 

“Well, Fm damued!’’ roared Deputy 
Moffett. 

“Gi’ me that other hand, vou!” 

Mr. Mahaffy circled for it while he 
struggled to get his steel cuffs out, but 
they had tangled in the lining of his 
pocket. So Pete Johnny merely waved 
his free arm in the air till Deputy Mof- 
fett seized it. 

‘‘Mebbe you don’t remember me,” said 
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Mr. Mahaffy, ‘‘but if I’d been on duty at 
the jail ’stead o’ the court-house that 
night, you’d never got a leg out o’ 
Francey County.”’ 

Pete’s brow had been wrinkling per- 
plexedly. But now it cleared brightly as 
if he identified old Deputy Mahaffy with 
some forgotten episode of other days. 

“Oh, yes! Pretty good—all right,’’ he 
said and grinned amiably. 

The Arizona officer dropped his arm 
and stood back. 

“Well, if this Injun is a bad-man, then 
Billy the Kid was a Y. M. C. A. coffee- 
slinger. Neve’ mind yore cuffs, brother.”’ 

Deputy Mahaffy was still jerking them 
in the ragged lining of his eoat. Then 
he started grumbling. 

“ All right, Pete. But understand, you 
come along. Hear me?” 

“All right. Pretty good,” said Pete 
Johnny. His black eyes began to narrow 
as if a second thought had hit him. He 
ripped out something that might have 
been a string of cuss words which would 
sour all the grapes in Delaware. And he 
stared down into the misty moonlit val- 
ley at the few twinkling lights as if that 
second thought was troublesome. 

The thing was that Pete Johnny was 
shy. He conld run and yell war-whoops 
on the gridiron and massacre the Eng- 
lish language in quick nervous staccato 
when he had to recite; but when Pete 
Jolnny got out where men were men, cs- 
pecially big, rugged white men, he lost 
both speech and nerve, completely. He 
looked these two over doubttully. By 
this time they lad both squirmed their 
gun belts around where they could be 
utilized in emergencies. Pete Johnny 
noted the moves. 

‘‘ Pleased to meet you,’ he added def- 
ercntially. 

The Arizona officer turned to the Kan- 
sas man. 

“Brother, I see I was wrong. Come 
to think, Delaware ain’t grapes. It’s 
peaches.”’ 

Deputy Mahaffy pulled his automatic 
half-way out, showed it; then. he shoved 
it in the holster. 

‘Well, I got him, didn’t I?’’ and Ma- 
haffy grunted victoriously. 

“Railroad, that’s what I’m pinin’ to 
see. Git your buckboard, Mr. Moffett. 
T’ll sleep better when this man is east- 
bound sittin’ next to the winda.” Then 
he turned to the prisoner. ‘‘ Pete, it was 


a long run you made after you broke out 
the co’t-house bascment cell. I7ll say you 
flittered fast.’’ 

‘“‘How is eve body?” said Injun Pete 
Johnny, hopefully. 

“The turnkey got out the hospital 
three weeks before I left. They thought 
his skull was busted. Constable Ott that 
you winged out in the alley—for a while 
he was despaired of. How did it happen 
you had two big German pistols when 
you started amock?’’ 

“Two in my pants,’’ smiled Pete. 
“ Firs’ time only one they took. All was 
excitement. ”’ 

“T'I say there was. How eome you 
shoot up a medicine-show ?”’ 

Pete grinned. 

“I was on my way to church, excuse 


me—?’? 

Y ELL, dang my eves!’’ roared 
Deputy Moffett. ‘‘Mister, load 

this animal on the rig. Youll have to 

hire a wet-nurse for him afore you git to 

Kansas City. Bad Injun—’’ 

“I got a kid o` sixteen in high school 
that could herd a whole band o’ war 
braves like thissen back to the reserva- 
tion.” 

“ Halfback?” inquired Pete as if he 
ought to make conversation. 

“Oh, hcll,” growled Mr. Moffett, 
“bring him on. You can read yore 
warrant when we get to town by a stove. 
Git in the back seat with him, mister. 
Didn’t find no guns nor knives, did you? 
No, sir, this bad-man would hurt himself 
if he had weapons.” 

Deputy Mahaffy clung to Pete’s arm 
till he got him into the buckboard seat. 
Deputy Moffett swung his portly bulk in 
front. Mr. Mahaffy was on the same 
side, and the two rotund old officers 
weighed it down to the springs while 
Injun Pete Johnny’s 118 pounds of bone 
and sinew jounced high in the air. 

Mr. Moffett flicked his horses aud they 
trotted down the white dust of the curv- 
ing road. Presently he heaved a sigh 
and turned to look at the two behind 
him. Half a mile down toward the shin- 
ing alkali flats the Arizona man sighed 
again. 

“In a way, mister, I’m disappointed. 
What you said made me believe we was 
in for a ra’al old time Injun-fight. Vl 
admit I never seen one. Our Injnns been 
rounded up now so dang long that if it 
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wasn’t for the tourist business I reekon 
folks’d never see any. What gits my 
nanny is this, and I'll be free to say so, 
now this dang battle has flittered out flat 
on its neck. I been depity under four- 
teen sheriffs in the last thirty years and 
I never was give a job that was wuth a 
popgun cap fur excitement. Ych see?’’ 

The Texas man leveled snow-white 
brows at Mr. Moffett’s leathery old eheek. 
Then he nodded with a sigh: 

“Sheriff, 1 understand you. Beats all 
how a good man gets stalled in some rusty 
old place in a co’t-house, and folks never 
know he’s livin’. I swear I come West 
hopin’ vou people’d show me stuff like 
we read about.’’ 

“You ean't get no jolt out of a dang 
bad-man like this.’’ 

“No. Pete Johnny disapp’inted me. 
The rookus he raised back there, I sure 
thought he’d make a holler anyhow.”’ 

‘*TTe’s a hell of a misfire, all right. I 
sure hate to go back into town with him 
and you after the talk you peddled about 
what a fast fannin’ son-of-a-gun he was. 
Them college shoes and all.’’ 

Pete Jolmny listened silently. He 
looked down at his dusty legs once and 
then glanced at his two bulky guards. 

Deputy Mahaffy leaned forward to 
Deputy Moffett’s shoulder. 

“Tyve a big notion,” he muttered, 
‘when we get near town, to snap the 
darbs on him. Husk off them shoes, too, 
and iron up his feet. We could tell ‘em 
we had a mighty time shootin’ it out with 
this man up in the rocks here. Who’d 
know anything about it?’’ 

Mr. Moffett looked at him with frosty 
eyes. 

‘‘The dang fool would spill the beans 
when we landed him in jail.” 

“Ile wouldn’t git no chance. We ean 
hustle him right on the train. Ironed 
and roughed up like he’d give us a bad 
time. Understand ?”’ 

Mr. Moffett tried to light his pipe with 
an aged, purple-blotched hand, Then 
his worn eyes fixed on a dim line across 
the arid flats. That was the railroad and, 
after passing the Jake Wells flag station, 
the motor road would follow it to San 
Andreas. 

“In a way,” he grunted, ‘‘I sce yore 
drift. A couple o’ old depitties like you 
and me, we never had no chance to show 
what was in us. Under no sheriff did I 
ever have no ehanee. They just shoved 


me on to the book end 0’ the office, years 
ago, and there I was. Fitehered, by 
swanny !”’ 


“FINITE minute you helped me load this 

Johnny on the train East, you eould 
say anything to your office you wanted 
to,” said Mr. Mahaffy indifferently. ‘‘I 
dunno as I’d ever hear of it. I can 
surprise the folks back at Franceyville 
myself, if I bring this young shootin’ 
buek home. Single-handed. They 
wouldn’t think it of me.’’ 

‘‘ Brother,” said Mr. Moffett, reining 
up on the lines, ‘‘make it bad when you 
get home. I’ll stand fur it. A fella, 
when he gits past his prime and ain’t 
done nothin’ much, he don’t git no 
ehanee. Now after we pass this tank 
station le’s tie this hombre up. Make it 
mean, brother. Run down in his tracks 
fannin’ two guns. See?’’ 

Deputy Mahaffy looked over his pris- 
oner searchingly. Pete Johnny shivered 
in his faded hairline suit. But no Iro- 
quois going to the stake ever set his 
features into more stolid, obstinate accep- 
tance of fate. Pete Johnny acted as if 
he didn’t care what happened to him 
now. IIe had had his big chance and 
fumbled it. 

When the rig reached the sandy flats, 
with the dried washes of treeless erceks 
cutting down from the shadowy eafions 
of the foothills, Injun Pete Johnny 
looked baek once more. It was as if 
Pete felt he had left some important 
business unsettled up there and these two 
fussy eaptors had interfered with his 
program. But he hunched down against 
the night chill and hardly seemed aware 
of the garrulous conference as Deputy 
Mahaffy in the rear seat leaned forward 
to enlarge his views to Deputy Moffett in 
front. 

“Well, now, friend, I sce yer talkin’, 
It looked to me like a big thing when I 
started. Comin’ West to run down this 
buck I figgered a lot on what the papers 
might say about it. Looked like the big 
chance for me; but the punch is elean 
taken out o’ this by Pete himself. 

“If we turn the varmit loose up the 
road we might git in a couple o’ shots 
they could hear up at the Turley ranch 
when we passed it.” 

“You ain't aimin’ to say we shoot 
him?” 

“Hell, no! Fog up the dust around 
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him and then holler, ‘hands up!’ ”’ 

“The dang fool might keep a runnin’. 
What kind 0’ shot are you, Depitty?’’ 

“Well,” grumbled Mr. Moffett, ‘‘I’m 
deaf in one ear but it didn’t come from 
gun-shootin’. The fact is I never had no 
use for a gun in the record office. I 
borried this off the city marshal when 
the sheriff told me to go and show you 
the way up to Starrett’s camp. From 
what you say we ain’t either of us dead 
on the draw.” 

“No. But I won’t take no chance on 
this prisoner thataway. When we git in 
town to the depot—I’ll put the irons on 
when we git warmed up. Buy him a 
ticket and hustle him on the train—he 
can’t explain that he never put up no 
fight when we took him.’’ 

Deputy Moffett leaned his arm along 
the seat and tapped Mr. Mahaffy on the 
wrist. 

Far away over the shining flats a bright 
light had suddenly flashed. It made the 
long lonely row of telegraph poles gleam 
for an instant and then swept the little 
dark station house and water tank by 
the single siding track. When the buck- 
board jogged on in the white dust past 
the depot Mr. Moffett saw a single figure 
standing on the platform in the shadows. 
Up the switch he thought he saw another 
form which vanished to the dry ditch of 
the right-of-way. 

“Somebody must be figgerin’ on 
loadin’ stock tomorry,’’ he muttered, ‘‘or 
else tlaggin’ the train. But the agent 
lives a mile up the track. They don't 
have any night man at Jake Wells’ 
station.’’ 

“Don’t talk to “em.’’ cautioned Mr. 
Mahaffy. ‘‘If it’s cowboys, you know all 
they ‘ll see is a dang college buck shiver- 
in’ his teeth out and lookin’ no more like 
a desperado than I am.’’ 

“That’s right brother. No kick to it. 
There’s a bunch o’ hosses behind the 
loadin’ chute with a man holdin’ ’em. 
Jest don’t take any notice of ‘em, 
Depitty. I’m drivin’ right through.” 

‘*Pete,’’ ordered Deputy Mahaffy sol- 
emnly. ‘‘Straighten up. Git out o’ that 
rabbit crouch. Show these Western 
folks you ain’t jest a damn grapejuice 
Cherokee. Pete, I bragged a lot on you 
since I started to trail you down.’’ 


ETE JOHNNY looked at him un- 
certainly. He lifted his dusty Scotch 


cap and scratched his black locks; then, 
his eyes fixed on that little group of 
horses just off the road by the loading- 
pen, Four horses with empty saddles 
and one rider whose cigaret tip glowed 
faintly under his gray high hat. When 
this man saw the buckboard rattling 
along through the dusty moonlight he 
never stirred. 

That headlight of the westbound 
Trancontinental flashed again nearer, 
and the rumble of flying wheels arose 
on the desert night. The lone rider was 
watching the other way, toward the 
depot. 

“*Giddap,’’ muttered Deputy Moffett 
and he reached for the nigh horse with 
his ragged whip. Deputy Mahaffy con- 
tinued to lean forward, his right hand 
under Mr. Moffett’s elbow so that any 
curious onloookers might not suspect that 
these were two man-hunters returning 
from a complete fizzle so far as any real 
puneh was concerned. ‘‘Giddap,’’ re- 
peated Mr. Moffett. ‘‘That’s a complete 
stranger to me, partner, and I know ’em 
all in this county.’’ 

Deputy Mahaffy did not answer. He 
watched ahead as he felt a slight twist of 
the prisoner’s knee touching his over- 
coat pocket. 

Indian Pete Johnny was staring back 
at the lone horseman. He saw another 
man now, out on the main track beyond 
the station. This man was waving a 
lantern, and, even as he did, there came a 
slow screech and groan of slowing wheels 
on the long train sweeping across the 
moonlit flat. 

But Pete Johnny did not notice that, 
nor the flagman with the lantern. Nor 
the other three figures strewn along the 
tracks. He was watching the man who 
was guarding the five horses by the stock 
ehute. Pete’s lean long face grew 
longer. His black eyes bulged between 
the strands of jet hair over his brow. 
Once he muttered bewilderedly. The two 
officers paid no attention whatever. 

Pete crouched forward, staring at 
Deputy Mahaffy’s ear. Then he slipped 
to his feet like a ghost. He bent over 
Mr. Mahaffy's shoulder, fumbled a mo- 
ment behind his back and then he 
slumped right over the forward seat of 
the buckboard. 

Just an instant. Something gleamed 
in his hands. Metal that he smashed 
down upen the astounded Kansas man’s 
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arm. That arm he then jerked forward 
upon Mr. Moffett’s arm. Then, as Mr. 
Mahaffy let out a startled whoop and the 
team sprang forward, Injun Pete Johnny 
did a complete back somersault out of the 
vig, landed on his feet behind it in the 
dust, straightened up and dashed back 
up the road. 

Mr. Mahaffy was struggling to turn 
while Deputy Moffett tried vainly to 
check the pitching team. Ile seemed 
mysteriously handicapped. The buck- 
board teetered, hung on two wheels, and 
then overturned, hurling the two offi- 
cers into the ditch. 

“Let go my arm!”’ yelled Moffett with 
his face in the sun-cracked mud. ‘‘I 
can’t manage ’em this way! Let go!’’ 

“Let go me,” grunted Mr. Mahaffy. 
“I ain’t got you.” 

““Cuffed!’’ roared Mr. Moffett. ‘‘The 
Injun steals the irons out o° yore coat 
and jams ’em on us both.”’ 

They twisted around and sat up. Ma- 
haffy felt about his clothes with his free 
arin. 

‘Got my gun, too. Got yours, hey? 
He was a slick one. To think we trusted 
that grinnin’ fool.’’ 

‘*Listen,’’ panted Moffett. ‘‘Shootin’ 
up at the station. Yore Injun has gone 
after them eattlemen waitin’ for the 
train. Man, it’s his finish. The sneakin’ 
coyote!” 


HEY got up, side by side, jerking at 
the cuffs which held them together. 
Then they stopped abruptly. 

The train was grinding brakes in re- 
sponse to a lantern signal up at the 
lonely switch. But above this noise had 
come a shot. Two more and a chorus of 
yells and curses. The spurt of yellow 
flame came from the end of the wooden 
stock chute near the closed station. 

**Man,’’ gasped the Arizona deputy, 
“come on. Gun fight. I never yet in 
thirty years got a sight of a good one.” 

The prisoners got to the road and 
trudged along. The long train had 
stopped now. Dim lighis gleamed in the 
Pullmans but not a trainman was in 
sight. Crouched in the shelter of the 
stock chute, the two officers came upon 
Injun Pete Johuny. He was aiming 
carefully toward the locomotive, where a 
lone figure stood firing back. Another 
man was vanishing into the sage-brnush 
toward the hills. But nearer, by the pen, 


a horse was down and a man was strug- 
gling feebly to free his leg from its 
weight. Another man sat against a post, 
coughing, and finally he stretched out 
with a weary moan. 

Pete Johnny turned his pistol toward 
the man who was crawling from under 
the horse. The two deputies were be- 
hind him when he yelled at this one, who 
promptly stuek his hands up. The other 
horses milled around helplessly. 

“I tol’ you!’’ shouted Pete. ‘‘Up at 
the bunkhouse I tol’ you politely, Mike.’’ 

“Git away, Injun!’’ yelled the other 
man. ‘‘Give me time.” 

Deputy Mahaffy blustered to his fel- 
low-prisoner. 

**Get a hand around in my left pants 
pocket and get my keys. Get this cuff 
off, mister!”’ 

“Hold still.’’ retorted Moffett. ‘‘This 
isa holdup. This gang was set on robbin’ 
that express car. Flagged the train and 
started to clean up. They’ve all beat 
it, the bunch of ’em.”’ 

**Pete crashed in on ’em from be- 
hind.” said Mahaffy. ‘‘Shot one down 
and killed a horse. Captured one. Pete!’’ 

Ile yelled in a voice of authority just 
as Mr. Moffett succeeded in getting the 
cuff unlocked. Then Mahaffy strode 
toward Injun Pete Johnny. He beckoned 
toward Pete’s gun. 

“Excuse me please,’’ muttered Pete, 
“All right, but my money, please.’? 

He turued the pistol over reluctantly 
to Deputy Mahaffy. 

“Line up these two guys,” said Mr. 
Moffett. ‘“‘That one is shot through the 
shoulder. This one’s nigh got a busted 
leg—the horse fell on him. What’s it all 
about, Pete?’’ 

‘Money, please,” urged Pete. ‘‘I saw 
Mike the Ike on this horse when we 
passed. He no good so I chase him.’’ 

The larger of the two prisoners glow- 
ered at Injun Pete and then faced the 
two deputies. 

‘‘This bird has been follerin’ me the 
last two months to git back eighty dollars 
I took off him back East. I told him lust 
week if he’d stay off me I'd give him his 
dough to make him shut his yawp.”’ 

“It was the Baptis’ young people’s 
church money,’’ expluined Pete. ‘‘I was 
treasurer, One night he stingle me in a 
game—’’ 

“Back in Kansas? ”’ said Mr. Mahaffy. 
‘What the hell!’’ 
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“No cussin’, please,’’ said Pete. “I 
was Baptis’ young people.’’ 

‘“Grapejuice!’’ yelled Mr. Moffett. ‘I 
told you so, Depitty! There comes the 
trainmen. Turn these two hombres over 
to ’em. Well, say, this is a holdup, hey? 
Thirty years J was in office and durned 
if I ever got sight or smell o’ one.”’ 


E suddenly looked at his fellow- 

officer meaningly. The three train- 
men were hurrying on with lanterns. 
when the larger prisoner saw them he 
began to speak hurriedly to Moffett. 

“‘Listen, skipper. I seen you in San 
Andreas this sammer. You’re a deputy 
sheriff all right. Now, listen. I’ll come 
clean. I don’t know much about this 
train job. I’m an Eastern man, bo. 
This Daley crowd who framed this stick- 
up, they pulled me into this. Jest to hold 
horses for ’em. I was broke, up at the 
contractor’s camp, with this Injun pes- 
terin’? me to give him back his eighty 
dollars. He jest drove me desperate 
follerin’ me around with his yammer. 
I’d bumped him off if I’d had a chance.” 

‘“How’d you rob him back in Francey- 
ville, Kansas?’’ 

“I never robbed him. I was driftin 
along with ‘Doc’ Altmeyer’s medicine- 
show last summer when I mects this buck. 
I was the big Apache chief; mebbe this 
Kansas man remembers? Well, one 
night in a cigar store I shakes this Injun 
down for his jack. He thought he could 
guess them old peas—’’ 

‘Trimmed him out o’ his church mon- 
ey?” said Mahaffy. 

‘Mister, I’m ashamed o’ that shell 
and pea stuff. It was like crackin’ the 
baby’s bank. Well, this Injun goes away 
and studies out that he’d been flim- 
flammed. He trails me around wantin’ 
his money back. Of course, I gave him 
the air; then, last day o° the show he 
starts his stuff. 

“Me and ‘Slim’ Ross and that half- 
breed. ‘Canny’ Bridger, was in the tent 
all dolled up with our feathers and war 
paint, hittin’ the kettle-drums, when In- 
jun Pete rises up in the audience. He 
works two old guns he’d borried some- 
where. He pops one through Doe’s silk 
hat. He drills one through the gasoline- 
torch tank. The tent catches fire and the 
riot was on.” 

“‘T’ll say so,’’ said Mr. Mahaffy. ‘‘The 
town’d lost the drug store and Levy’s 


$ 


Emporium if the volunteers hadn’t got 
out handy. All was excitement.” 

“We hit for the brush. Slim and me 
and Canny left fringe and beads clear 
over the ridge on a getaway. We jumped 
a freight and finally I got to Tulsa, Okla- 
homa. But one day up turns Injun Pete. 
Some canvasman o’ Doc’s show put him 
on my trail. Then I lit into Denver with 
a street carnival. Up turns Johnny after 
his money. 

“Finally, I went up into this irriga- 
tion camp, dealin’ a little stud. In walks 
Pete Johnny again. Then I hooks up 
with the Daley bunch and along comes 
this dang fool Injun in your buekboard 
to bust us up. What’s eatin’ on him?’’ 

“Well,” put in Mr. Moffett, ‘‘I heard 
o’ the Daleys. They hang out up on the 
San Remon headwaters. Bad outfit, mis- 
ter” 

Mike the Ike took a hurried glance at 
the trainmen. 

“Say, Deputy, I gave you the lowdown 
on this. Now when I come up before the 
judge, say what you can for me, will 
you?” 

“You close yore dang trap,” said Mof- 
fett. ‘‘Ilear me? You ought to swing, 
you had. Mr. Mahaffey, let me go talk 
to them trainmen.”’ 

Mr. Mahaffy swung his gun on the two 
prisoners. Pete Johnny shivered in the 
cold desert air and turned to the Kansas 
officer. 

“ All right, pretty good. I was all gone 
of the church money. That gambling 
with three shells—very nice, but crooked. 
I was very mad. When they arrest me 
for shooting at MikeI was madder, In jail 
I was more madder, Excuse me for jump- 
ing out; but I understood I was em- 
bezzler for the Baptist young people, and 
how I get money back if I not follow 
Mike the Ike?” 

‘You busted them Daley boys wide 
open,’’ said Mr. Mahaffy. ‘‘Now in a 
way, Pete, I’m proud 0’ you. Grapejuice 
Injun, hey ?’’ 


R. MOFFETT was coming back. 

The train crew were around the 
wounded outlaw and Mike, who had 
grown silent as a clam. 

“They'll load these hombres on the 
train,’’ said Moffett, ‘‘Take ’em to San 
Andreas and turn ’em over to the law. 
The sheriff ‘ll have posses out before day- 
light to round up the three that got 
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away. Git ’em, too, for them Daleys on 
foot in the dry hills ain’t got a chance 
when the boys phone Starrett’s camp, 
and the outfit comes down to head ’em 
off. Say, this Injun was bad medicine. `` 

“Hes still hollerin’ for the Baptist 
young folks’ money.’’ 

Mr. Moffett suddenly beekoned to his 
fellow-officer. 

“He don’t know yet exactly what it’s 
all about. Come on, brother, and bring 
him. 1 got to git my team untangled 
back there.” 

Pete came along, after one reluctant 
stare at Mike. The prisoners were on the 
train by the time the Arizona officer had 
lis buckboard right side up and the team 
in place. 

The train was moving before he spoke 
earnestly to the Kansas deputy. 

“Mr. Mahaffy. have you any idees 
about all this mess?” 

“I never had so much excitement in 
all my born days.’’ 

“Same here. You're like me, jest an 
old office grubber that your sheriffs kept 
settin’ in a frayed old chair back there in 
the county court-house. When there was 
rough work to do they just overlooked 
you and me. Well, sir, as I see it now, 
we had our big gun fight, didn’t we?” 

“ We certainly saw the fur fly for once 
in our lives. But it was Pete Johnny 
who busted up this train robbery.”’ 

“Excuse me,” murmured Pete, ‘my 
mistake.” 

“Oh, dang his hide,” moaned Mr. 
Moffett. ‘‘Git in, folks. I figure we’ll 
git the money now to square np the 
eighty dollars he lost in that shell game. 
So he can pay back the Baptist treasury 
and swear off on gamblin’ with showmeu. 
And I take it your sheriff back home and 
the judge and all could be brought to see 
that him shootin’ up the jail and wingin’ 
a warden was just kind of a cat-fit, when 
he sees his fix.”’ 

“They wouldn’t treat him hard. Send 
him to the gove’ment school mebbe, but 
that’s what he's vearnin’ aud pinin’ to 
do, anyhow, so's he can play football 
again, I’d speak for him.’’ 

“Pete,” demanded Mr. Moffett, 
“would you be willin’ to call this war 
off that you come West and started agin 
the paleface? Big Injun, Pete.” 

‘Excuse me,’’ repeated Pete uncer- 
tainly. ‘‘Pretty good.’’ 

“What we got to do now,’ 


’ went on 


Mr. Moffett, ‘‘is jest kind o’ keep this 
Injun from grabbin’ the spotlight. If he 
gits a good whack out o° the job, he’s 
satisfied. You understand me, Depitty?”’ 

Mr, Mahaffy elimbed in by Pete John- 
uy ‘s side. 

“Iu a way I do,” he answered. ‘‘Yes. 
sir, two old stuffy codgers, like you aud 
me, shut up in the back rooms of the 
sheriff ’s offices all our lives. Now, Pete’s 
a young fella. IIe’s got a big career, 
mebbe. But you and me—”’ 

The Kansas man stopped wistfully. 
The Arizona man was staring ahead, his 
gray brows thickened over his tired old 
eyes. The sun was coming up over the 
distant ranges. Pink and silver bursting 
through golden bands, with the bleak 
mountains giving up their deep purple 
gorges to a veil of misty light. Nearer, 
the unbroken sage and alkali flats began 
to take on form and color. 

The team jogged on along the line of 
telegraph poles. The two old officers 
watched the splendor. On the far ridge 
the few clouds seemed to shift so that 
phantom figures rode again. 

The Old West of splendid adventure 
glowed in the morning; the shaven poll 
of a brave with secalp-lock dangling as 
he urged on his painted pony; gallant 
riders of the Santa Fé trail, long-haired 
ard buckskin-elad; the jog of dirty can- 
vassed wagons with prospectors and set- 
tlers westing with the long trail from the 
rising sun. 


HE phantoms rode on with the light 

and faded with it. The two patient 
old hearts had never seen the wonders of 
it all, nor felt the thrill. The great tu- 
mult of America had passed them by as 
they pored over musty records of petty 
things. 

Two miles out from the first alfalfa 
green ahout the pretty town of San 
Andreas the Arizona deputy sighed. 

‘Well, sir, this is the end. I’m dang 
glad I met you.’’ 

“Same here. 
asleep?” 

Pete straightened up and grinned at 
them. 

“Pete, this big day don’t mean noth- 
in’ more to you than you git your eighty 
dollars back and fix up yore trouble back 
in Kansas, does it? PH say you're a 
man! Now, if anything comes right out 
o’ this mess, I figure we split three ways. 


Say, Pete, you gone 
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How about it, Mr. Mahaffy?”’ 

“Yes, sir. And Pete, you ain’t goin’ 
to stand in our way are you? It wouldn’t 
mean nothin’ to you—but a eonple o’ 
old depitties like me and Mr. Moffett 
here, you understand ?’’ 

“ Pretty good,” grinned Pete. ‘‘ Every 
time. You eateh ’em.’’ 

‘We’ll put him up at the best hotel,” 
said Mr. Moffett. ‘‘And you and him 
stick around a week till we sce what's 
what. There’s my sheriff now, over by 
the depot, Tell be glad to meet one o` 
them fightin’ officers from Kansas that 
we ve read about. I’m a Western man 
myself.” 

Two weeks later, High Sheriff Tom 
Floyd of Franceyville, Kansas, grabbed 
his hat one morning and rushed down 
the dingy court-house eorridor to shake 
a newspaper under the county recorder’s 
nose, 

“Boys!” he yelled. ‘Listen to this— 
you remember I sent Old Man Mahaffy 
out on a wild goose chase after that In- 
dinn student that started the riot last 
summer. I never expected old ‘Jim’ Ma- 
haffy would find his man. Just thought 
Jim was entitled to a vaeation on eounty 
money after the years he’s put in for us 
on a janitor’s wages. 

“Old Maheffy was always dreamin’ 
that some day he’d see the real West be- 
for he died. Yes, sir, and he grew old 
always hankerin’ after gunplay and some 
big job that he was no more fit to handle 
than a baby. But just read this here 
item in a St. Louis paper, will you?” 

It was no more than brief reprint, 


wandering on a wire out of the Great 
Southwest : 


San Andreas, Ariz., Nov, 22.—Rewards 
totalling $12,000 will be paid to Deputies 
J. M. Mahaffy and A. T. Moffett, aceord- 
ing to state and railroad offieials, for their 
aetivities leading to the capture of the 
Daley gang, members of whieh have been 
eonvieted of the recent attempted holdup 
of the Transeontinental train, near here. 

Old-time law officers of the border say 
that the courage and fidelity of these two 
veteran deputies in attaeking the outlaws, 
who outnumbered them three to one, was 
an exploit that ranks with the best tradi- 
tions of the Old West. Deputy Mahaffy 
was presented with a gold wateh by the 
San Andreas Chamber of Commeree last 
night at a banquet given him before he de- 
parted for his old home in Franeeyville, 
Kansas. 

Among those present was Pete Johnny, 
the young Cherokee Indian student who 
furnished the elue upon whieh Deputies 
Moffett and Mahaffy hunted down the 
Daley gang. Mr. Johnny gave a brief but 
earnest talk in support of home missions 
among his people back in Kansas, and 
business nien present eolleeted several 
hundred dollars to further his work. 


High Sheriff FloydMnt his feet on 
the recorder’s desk and gazed at the 
ceiling, 

“I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen 
it right here in the paper. Le’ me tell 
you we oughtn't to let them Western 
fellers get ahead of us. If the silver 
cornet band hadn’t disbanded we'd have 
it down to the depot when old Jim and 
this Injun get home.” 

‘“Let’s get the band together again,” 
said the recorder. 
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tional expose of the life and loves of a street- 
walker...of lurid passions in gin soaked 


hell-dives! 
PRIVATE SECRETAR 


Big business “on the make”... What really 
goes on behind the doors of the boss’s office. 
High drama, intrigue and romance in this 
exciting story of a modern girl who knew 
what she wanted. Whom does she choose~ 
big executive, playboy, or ? ? ? ? ? ? 


FIVE SISTERS >œ 


The breath taking novel of five sisters who 
break the shackles uf convention and restraint 
to fulfill their romantic destinies on the Ri- 
viera! Fierce in their devotions and antagon- 
isms, tortured by jealousy, their adventures 
in love make this an enthralling book. 

No wonder its daring revelations shocked 
London as well as America! 


ALAN @RENER 
SCHULTE 


VIOLEY 
KAZANINE 


GOLD MEDAL BOOKS, INC. 
A270 Sixth Avenue Naw York City 


DESERT OF LOVE © ‘“Sitmac 
Only a great French author could write so 
penetrating a novel of passion .,, of a disso- 
lute father and worthless son who both be- 
came enmeshed with the same cocotte. From 
the sin palaces of Montmattre to the silken 
houdoirs of the Champs Elysee, you follow 
their profligate paths. 


SHOW GIRL > 


The spicy story of Dixie Dugan—“the hottest 
little wench that ever shook a scantie at a 
tired business man,” Written by the man that 
knows every bright light and dark comer on 
Broadway. As one critic said; “Call tra wow.” 


3. P. 
McEVOV 


GUARANTEE 
= see eee 
1. Bech of these 
6 novela was 
originally pub- 
lished at 32.00 
or more, 
2, Each of these 
* books ia eom- 
plete, uncen- 
sured, and aepue 


rately bound. NAME 

Ss ene 

ed, return “the ADDRESS 
bonka within 6 

aya and your CITY. 


rebase price 
Piliberefunded, 


Each book—shown as photo- 
graphad in ite original $2 end 
$2.50 binding — has bean ra- 
printed in oleer, aaaily read type 
on pagee 614 x 9% inches, with 
unifarm, haavy paper covers. 


HOW CAN WE DO IT? 


That's the first question people ask 
when they sce these 5 novels—in 5 sepa- 
rate and attractive bindings. Mass pro- 
ductton is the answer! Where others 
print in thousands, we print in hundreds 
of thousands. Where other publishers 
lose fortunes on “unknowns”, we print 
ONLY proven successes. 


YOU TAKE NO CHANCES! 


When you buy novels so sensational 
that they became best sellers overnight 
at $2 and $2.50 EACH... and get all 
5 books for 98c, you can’t lose. And 
when you can return the books withln 
5 days and get your money back, you do 
not risk one penny! Since the supply és 
limited, we suggest you act TODAY! 


EDITION LIMITED... MAIL COUPON NOW! 


GOLD MEDAL BOOKS, Inc. Dept. APS 
1270 Sixth Ave., New York City. 

Send the five best sellera C, O. D. 1 will pay 98c, plua 
few cents delivery charges. If 
return the book within 5 daya andthe full purchase price 
will be refunded immediately. 


I am not aatisGed i will 


STATES 


Enclose $1 with coupon and we will pay all 


delivery charges. Foreign Oders $1.50 in advance. 
SATISFACTION -GUARANTEED OR. MONEY: IMMEDIATELY REFUNDED 


Please mention Western Novet anv Sxoar Storizs when answering advertisements 


FISK-U-S: IRESTONE C, 


The U. >. health Service says:—‘'Within the past few years Here are the outstanding standard = 
brand tire bargains of the year, re- 


***many persons have been effected with eruption of the hands 
end feet***Medicai knowledge of Ringworm**'is compara- 


tively recent lt is probable thet at least vue half of all adults paired by the improved “criss-cross” 
sufier from it at some time.” metbod end by skilled workmen. You 
If you heve Itchy toes or feet, ACT NOW! take no risk when you buy from York, 
Walhacsics the pel renine 
tire kouso wit! 
tatters like ts years of eervice in 
oe 3 field. ous 
Try this at Send no money pone sande of tire nsere 
5 ss iv ia on my truc! rougbou e 
our risk. HQ until satisfied. U. 8. declare our 
ps tiree give them 
LA 3 LONG, SATISFAC- 
TORY SERVICE. Buy Now—at 
Don't wait until blisters break and wet, oozing fluid spreads on 
surfsce, or becomes coated with scabs. Send for REEUT— these reduced prices and SAVE MONEY. 
w Gop LSE aS avatD Gone the ailment: it m dmi Don’t Delay — Qrder Today! 
nates the old infec ssues—tben gives nature e chance to LOON TIRES REGULAR CORD TIRES 
restore the feet to bealth. AP one Tubes Size Tiras Tubes Sree ibat 
ee ee ee eon ee 2oxi.40-21 $4.85 soslai S SAES Ma rte 3.10 L18 


x Boss 3.30 1.35 
“gg |33n5 3.40 1.45 
„1503515 3.55 1.55 


30x4.50-21 


il fe ENCE DRUG Ciu T O O Deena 3B 719 
oa 


1% 4 Milwaukee Ave. Clucago 
Gentle én.—~- 

Send REFUT tday. I agree to use treatment en directed. lt ie underrtood 
that if ny foet get tetter within 10 days, 1 will aend you $1 — r, if lem not 
entirely sutinhed, 1 will return the unused poriicn cf the bottle within two woehe 


NAME.. 
4DDRE&SS 
TOWN. 


MANHOOD 1 LOSS? 


Help your glands by using DR. HOLLO- 
WAY’S VIGOR TREATMENT. Special 


LO ADO OM DD UA Ds oo | 


(Lligh Pressure) 

am Tires Tubes|Size Tires Tubes 
305 $3.70 $1.95[3417 $9.95 $3.25 
33:5 3.7% 145 

zars 2S3 40/3857 9.95 8.95 
38 7 2733613 10.65 3.95 
y 3954018 22.65 416 
TRUCK BALLOON TIRES 
Siza bres Lubes Size Bree 


eoouuouce 


[mt puput pat puts pat pat pat put put peb pat pat paba pat pad, 


a 
& 
Es 


DUI eas: 


'7.00-20 
a OTHER 


WUWUWWUNNNNNNNNNNNNN N 
auucooouuuce 
Pewee saa baa a bat pet 1r bat Ob 
CROW en An P Cw en Ge On On Or En CS EE 


3 SEND ONLY $1. 00 DEPOSIT on each tire Sered 
gland medicine—No. 1 for men, No. 2 for ($1.00 on each Truck Tire) We ship balance C. O. D: 
women. You have tried the rest, now try Dedact spares: cent if a afut leith prise: To 
the best. The Doctor's own private prs- order we may subs a ee 
scription. Don‘t be satisfied until you have smy: ALE TURE A a E g 


tried VIGOR. Feel young at 70. Price price edvances. Order Now. We agree to replace at 
$1.00; double strength $4.00. If C. O. D., helf prioe any tiro failing to give 9 mouths’ service. 
postage extra. A YORK TIRE & RUBBER co. Dent c 

hOLLOWAY MEDICAL CO. 4304 $. Parkway Dep’. 28-E Chreago, Ii. 3855-59 Cottage Grove Av CALLA 


WHAT CAUSES EPILEPSY? May Issue Now On Sale! 
IS THERE A CURE? ALL STAR 


A booklet containing the opinions of fa- 
mous doctors on this interesting subject will ADVENTURE 
be sent FREE, while they last, to any reader 

writing to the Educational Division, Dept. FICTION 
AF-5, 545 Fifth Avenue, New York, N. Y. 


L O N E LY ? -F 9 Thrilling World-Wide Action Stories by 
Join a National Church Organization. ae to have a Pendexter—Dunn—Carleton—Cunningham 
select helpmate for you. Stamp and age bring full partie 


ulars. REV. JONES, P. 0. Box 2459, Kansas Clty, Mo. Rud — Pierce — Hall — Carlisle — Hawley 


ye te e. AF 
Lse 1ehabie tame .eeted B X MONTHLY RELIEF COMPOUND when 
nature fails! Don't be alermed or discouraged but try this remarkable 
relief compound now depended upon by so many. QUICK ACTING! 
Brings soothing, satisfying, GLORIOUS RELIEF without pain or ineonven- 


nee m some longen unusual, difficult, = ee abnormal delays in I to 5 dave—in only a few hours in some cases according 
tu happy users, WOMEN CONTINUALLY REPORT AMAZING SUCCESS ELVEN WHEN OTHER PRODUCTS FAILED. 
Mrs. W. “Used only 3 box and got relie! with no pains or inconvenience of any kind. They are wouderful.” Mra. L. G 
“Gave ae good results, Have been trying various medicines for yeurs, and wish I had B X years ago. send 3 more bozen 
Mre. G. M. “ Deluved nine weeks. Relieved in ya day.” Mre. N. H “Une box B X vorked after 3 other remedies failed.’ Hd Mrs, 
bh. T. “1 took 7 doses and got relief.” Mra. A. D. “1 only took 4 doses and next morning got relief.” Positively contains no “dope,” 
no narcotics, no opiates, no habit-formin ty Chae no harsh mineral or metallic drugs. Conipounded of the best, strictly pure in- 
sredients according 10 thi. LoS, P. Stunthur Constituents used by American and Foreign Dociors and nurses many yours. Thousands 
01 piateful users everywiere. GUARANTEED PLRE HARMLESS, $2.00. Rushed Ist class mall, pialu sealed box within i hour of rB- 
celpt of order. Trial Size. 2c. 


B X PRODUCTS, 1505 East 60th Street, Dept. AF-5, CHICAGO 


Please mention WESTERN NoveL anp SHort Stories when answering advertisements 
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THE WORLD’S GREATEST 
Oriental and Occidental Privately Printed Books in English on the 


@ SEX and 


LOVE RELATIONS @ 


of MANKIND Amazingly Illustrated 


By the Greatest Sexual Anthropologists of the Orient and the Occident 


Some of the recent FALSTAFF Private Publications for adults only are: 


1. The 
EROTIKON 
By Doctor 
Augustin Cabanes 


HIGH AIM OF 


Falstaff Publications 


STATED IN THE WORDS OF THE GREAT 
PROFESSOR PAOLO MANTEGAZZA 


ment 
hbaaith 
the 


re ble only 
bold nutiines and by eschewing 
we me, anal- 
weatth of hitherto 
hed, lilting the 
eart. 
scrtpts wore Chere to be un 5 ory oe 
atranga ds. hap- 


ptness of Occidental 


` 


R 


i 7 SEND'FOR Free CATALOGUE W 
YP" of BOOKS On 
; SCIENTIFIC SEXUALIA 


P air ANTHROPOLOGICAL 
Gi ESOTERICA 

1 BS UNEXPURGATED CLASSICS 

NEP Exoticacty fecusteaten $ 

TR) Ractal Arts of Love { 

D- MAGICA SEXUALIS 


THE MOST AMAZINGLY ILLUSTRATED CULTURAL EROTIC WORK 
AMERICA PORTRAYING THE STRANGEST PHASES OF THE EROTIC LIFE OF SAVAGE 


the 4001 


with 550 CURIOUS RACIAL — Erotic Photographs 


VER ISSUED iN 
AND CIVILIZED RACES, 


Strangest Sexual & Amatory Curiosa 
in the EROTIC LIFE of MEN and WOMEN across the ages 


ond illustrations—500 In color f!i 


Anthropologload Studies In the 


2. STRANGE SEXUAL PRACTISES —°! Al paces In All, Ages 
By Dr. Iwan Blooh—Germany's foremost Sex Anthropaloglst and Physlolan 


Dr. Iwan Bloch's Ethaologicel and Cuttural Siudies la the 
3. SEX LIFE IN ENGLAND ILLUSTRATED 


as wsvealed In Ite Erotic aad Curiosa Literature and Art through our owa day 
with Joycs’s Ulyssas; Lawrenos's Lady Chatterisy'’s Lover: eto., eta. 


Rares Erotlo lilusirations in Coior by England's Greatsst Masters 
with 169 af Erotlo Art: Hogarth, Beardsley. Bowlandson; eto. 


Fraxl's Million Doilar Privats Cbliection Was Used by Dr. Bloch 
4, MAGICA SEXUALIS ILLUSTRATED EXOTICALLY 


Esotsrlo Sex Scicnoes and Immemorial Arts of Love of All Lands 
By ths Worid-famous French Savants—Dr. Emile Laurent and Prof. Nagour 


e INCOMPARABLY Ths Grestest Work in any language om this subject 
Scientific and Anthropological Studles In 


5. ILLUSTRATED JAPANESE SEX RELATIONS e 


Thousands of steygering unfoldmente not found in any other work 
Hiddea sources in lifte and lotters havs besn ransacked by the forcmost native and 
European authorities and syewltnosses of the inorsdlble practises la Japan 


Aathropologicat Studice on ths 


6. SEXUAL RELATIONS OF MANKIND 


including Oriental, Occtdental and Savege Arts, ites, Custome of Love 
bewllderiog discoveries and iHeolosuras derived from his vast travele and prsotise 
la etrangs lands, and hie ingenious lifs-iong rossarches 
By Prof. Paola Manteygazza—Groeat Anthropoiogist—Fouader of 
Hallan Museum of Aathropology 


Prof. Paolo Mantegazza’s Cultural Anthropologloal Studiss la the 
7. SAVAGE ARTS OF LOVE ILLUSTRATED 
with hundreds of authsntle photographs of ths iove tite of oll Savage Races 


“No serious adult can afford to do without the valuable 

Falstaff Private Publications or The Falstaff Private Service, 
unique in America," says a famous American lawyer. 

IF YOU ARE A SERIOUS ADULT and want FREE ILLUSTRATED 

LITERATURE fully describing the abova and other erotic masterpieces 
Please Mall This Coupon at Once 

or use vour own stationery, giving your age, and mention Dept, 394-A 


lt you send tn this coupon, we will inform you low to got, ABSOLUTELY 
FREE SEX ANATOMY AND TECHNIQUE with 227 Photographs and IH ua- 
Iraciona and also the Natural hod nf Birth Control (ltuetrated. 


FALSTAFF PRESS, inc., Dept. 394-A 

230 Fifth Ave., New York City 
Please send me marked ‘‘Personsl’’ and in a sealed envelope thes FREE Hhustrved 

Latcrature on Books un the Sex and Love Relations by Authorities of World Lepute, 

and bow to get FREE the above menuoned books. 

NAME oe 


“Wrttten Signature 
ADDRESS 


PerTITrTer eerie ier eri i irr rr 


SPATE. .....cccvccccecece 
Nota: FALSTAFF LITERA’ WILL BE SENT TO MATURE PEOPLE 
If you are not s serious AD de NOT send in coupon. 


Please mention WESTERN NOVEL AND SHoaT Stories when answering advertisements 


ONE WOMAN 
TO ANOTHER 


GET A MODERN WOMANS REMEDY 


WHEN TROUBLED sis DELA 


Ladies when delsyed gat my “Special Rellef Compound” AT 
ONCE. Don't wait longer. Rapidly rellaves many unusual, over- 
due, detsyed, lare appearing sbnormally suppressed periods in 
ONE TO THREE DAYS without pain or inconvenlence, Sate. 
Harmless. Many woren eveu report successfully relieved sfter 


one or two other remedies failed. Lt's now pralsed und recommended 
by thousands of women who have learned to depend on it as FIRST 
CROICE WHEN DELAYED because It did not disappoint them 
Compounded of vegetable extracts used by physicians and nurses 
jer over 2 QUARTER OF A CENTURY bocatwe of reputed power 
to relleva pain and aid in restoring a normal Now A preferred 
favorite tima tested preseription of many dociots. Positively 
QUICKER ACTING WHA PILLS OR TABLETS. Don't usa 
unknown or untried remedies when you can gat this valuabla 
Compound froni we. 


WONDERFUL TESTIMONIALS: Loisa 


Flow started In ONE DAY witnout palin“ C. W. “Delayed 9 
weeks. Had a natural flow in THREE DAYS”. C.T. “i was 

omptly relieved from a 5 weeks delay, My sister got good results 

TWO DAYS. She was delayed 3 weeks.” M. B. Ater $ 
weeks delay, one box Formula No. 2 hrovght sucb pi ampt telief 1 
can't fali to recommend it to my friends.” G. V. “I was two 
months overtime. in 5 days I was relieved.” K. K. “Overdue 
for three months Pertod started in one week after I took Formuls 
No. 2.” G. W. “I can’t praise your compound enough. 1 was 
delayed 2 months Never had a more normal time In my Ilfe 
EVEN MOMEN DISAPPOINTED THRU FAILURE OF OTHER 
REMEDIES ALSO WRITE. OF SPEEDY RESULTS. C. L. 
“Twice delayed two and a bait months Fach timo your Com- 
pound promptly relieved me. Other 1emediles falled. H. E. 
“Delayed 12 days. One box sufficient. Other compounds did not 
heip one bit.” J. McC “Was 6 weeks overdue. One box re 
leved me I apent five tlmes as much on other remedies 
without reaulra.”” A. A. “Delayed 3 weeks. Fest results iu 2 
days Spent 2 lot of money on piiis tha: did nut help me. 
Many women whe report as above asy a normal Now sterted with 
HALF A TREATMENT OR LESS, "Thousands and thousands 
of sstistied customers. ESTABLISHED FOR YEARS. 
SEND NO MONEY: Smas py, koman, pi 

e postage or yau can safe 

depend on my reuabluty and send $2.00, 3 packagca for $4.75. 
Special Formula No 2 (stronger) for very siow responding 
conditions $3.00. ‘Trial 25c stamps or coin. Don't delay. 
urder today. Private Information trom a modern woman wi 
order. MARTHA BEASLEY, Box 22, Northwesteru station, 
Dept. 1815, Detrolt, Mich. 


Asthma Was 
Choking Her 


Iustration 


GOT RELIEF! 


Seventeen Years Later—“Still 
Enjoying Splendid Health” 
December 8, 1916-—"I had asthma for 17 years. 


I coughed most of the time and couldn't rest, 
day or mght. I tried many things, but grew so 
weak I could hardly walk across the room. 
After taking Nacor, I couid do most of my 
housework, That was 8 years ago. I am still 
feeling fine, with no sign of asthma.” — Mrs. 
Mary Bean, R 3, Nashua, Lowa. Jan. 8. 1935— 
“I continue in good health and am still prais- 
ing Nacor. I feel fine with no signs of asthma. 
—Mrs. Mary Bean 
FREE—No need to suffer asthma torture 
when blessed relief may be yours. For yeare 


Nacor has helped thongands Their letters and bouk- 
mation sent FREE. Write to Nacar 
a oe almom State Life Bidg., Indianapolis, Ind. 


SENSATIONAL SALE—BELOW COST 


Brand 


Swing out cylinder, hand ejector, front 
latch. 6 shot, double actlon. Sturdily 
constructed; fine blued steel; rubber 
stocks. Calibers 32, 32/20 and 38, In 4", 5” and 
6” barrels. Regular price $9.95. Sale price, any 
cnliber—$7.45, 

AUIOMATICS: Modal 066: blued steel, accurate hard 
hitting: durahla; single safety. 25 cal. vest pocket size; 
wt. 34 os. 444° overall—Speclzl $5.95. 

32 Cal. Auto. 8 shot; 534” overall; wt. 25 os. (Rag. 88.45). . $6.85 
HOLSTERS: Automaties—75c; Revolver—ic; Sboulder—$1.75, 
Cartridgea: Auto. 25 cal.—65c; 32 cal—75e per 25. Revolver 
C tgs. —32 cal. —81.00—32/20 and 38—$1.50 per 50. ($2.00 Deposit 
required an CO D'R.) 

Cip this adv.; enclose M.O. Quantity Limtted—Order TODAY! 
Send 3c for Bargain Catalog; Rijles, S&W, Colts, Binoculars, ete, 
LEE SALES CO. (Dept. TF) 35 Wsst 32nd St., N. Y. City 


Galistone 


Colic Pain, Stomach Distress, Pain in Right Side 
arising functional troubles Liver, Gallbladder, Indlges- 
tion, hesty load In stomach. tightness around waist, 
constIpstion, often quickly rellered 
wh this Safe Home Treatment. 
Avoid operation If possible. Don’t 
suffer longer Send today for FREE 
tris]. No obligatl Write Quick. 
SOLVOTONE CO., 66-AB, 4303 Cottsas Grove, 


OUTDOOR JOBS 


WANTED—Names of men desiring steady 
outdoor jobs; $1,700-$2.400 year; vacation; 
pleasant, healthful work. Patrol Forests; 
Protect game. Details Free. Write 


DELMAR INSTITUTE, A-42, Denver, Colo. 


Prostate gland scute or chronlo, rheumatism, kidney and 
bladder sufferers send for free trial package, amazing results, 


Endorsed In doctors. 
PROSTEX CO.. Dept. 76, MIAMI. OKLA, 


Read 


T 


S$ T/A R 
Smashing Two-Fisted Thrillers! 
SPECIAL OFFER: New cartoon Books, Scandele of 1038 


Pari» Thrills, 100 miniatures picturse of ao- 
treater, 72 Froncl: ae rir! phetce, 14 lryely cartoone of e weung couple before snd 
after wedlock Whip flirtation, advion on how to lowe, hug and kina lis and Mao, 
French Stenoe , Winnie Winkle, Great Sex poem 12 hat love Inttera. What Tommy 
saw under the parler dece ete fre te r aney neder) Surprise pack $1 

A. F. WINKLER, 331 tih St, Qrocklyn, N Y. 


Treatment mailed 
on FREE TRIAL. if 
satisfied, send $1; if 
not, it’a Free. Write 
for treatment today. 


W. K. STERLINE, 611 Ohio Ave., SIDNEY, OHIO 


Men ! ! Sex Power ! ! 


AN AETOUNDING SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY for men. 32.00 
complete with 5U Vita-Gland Pep-Teblets. NOW—8uper sex powa 
end berve controi ior years, wituoul false atumulants, 


RK. $. ROBEA 


P, O. Box 2163 Philadsiphia, Pa. 


HEARTS Join our Club. World's 

> Greatest Social Ex- 

E: tension Bureau., ae age 

‘ou, correspondents everywhere, congenial mates. 
wick results. Confidential service. Particulars FREE. 


STANDARD CLUB, Box G3, GRAYSLAKE, ILLINOIS 


The MYSTERY S Halt Wor 


Half Woman 


Lead Oa the unbeltevable loves and E of tbesa stranga 
pie. 62 pee book ‘“‘Homosaxua] ” expo: their seores 
Krusto. uits only. Postpaid in plain envelope. Price 200. 


FEDERAL SALES CO., Box 344, Dept. 10, Indianapolis, ind. 


Please mention WESTERN NOVEL AND Skoat STORIES when answering advertisements 


“BACK TO NATURE” 
NATURAL FLESH COLORED PHOTOS 


owing ali details in natural colors. These are ACTUAL photcs made from IM- 
PORTED ECATIVES ip ths original eelan. Couples sad ia all, tweot 
(20) ORIGINAL aud UNESUAL POSES” Fino galis. on of thew alomad TA 
grapha will mors than three or four of the regular d white photos aueh en 


ik 
you may heve soen in tho past E N bere de 


on receipt of $1.00 = ond sens 
e e e 


3 : : FREE 


We aro now selling a new series of CARTOON BOOKS and with 
avery order of our lored Photos, we include without charge, a 
sample cartoon book to show what we have—ALSO—A LIST OF 
NEW TITLES IN THIS SERIES. 

Use coupon bolow for your orders and FREE CARTOON BOOK. 
REGAL COMPANY 
2855 Third Avenue, Dept. AV. New York City 


REGAL CO., | 

| "2855 Third’ Avenue, Dept. AF 

l New York City. l 
Gentlenen: | 

l Send me everything fisted ın your advertisement of Colored 

| Photos, including FREE CARTOON BOOK, ali charaes prepaid l 
by you. Lacloeed find ¢1.00 in tull payment. 

l © ) Cash t )Money Order 1 ) Stamps 

| Please Print Name and Address 


| Btroat A NOsscsesccsscsscsessccsccnceecotererencevessrtoeces 


City or Town........ State. ...... 


eas PIMPLES 


Rid of 


Acne, Blackheads, Oily Skin, etc. 
Write at once for Grent News abont Sensations! Home 
eatment for clearing skin of unsightly Pimplea, Acne, 
lackheads, Enlarged Pores, Oily Skin and other hiemiahes. 

i ry of Famous Skin § Posed crys for yeare 
with marvelous aoccess. Senton Trial. You Risk Nothing. 
FREE Send for Fres Booklet At Once. Don’t aufer 
embarrassment any longer. WRITE TODAY, 


Seboline Co., VBox 2408, Kansas City, Mo. 


TiThis OnYour 
| Days — 


i 
Hair 15 


Let Your Mirror Prove Resulta. Your hair need 
nat thin oot, nor need yoo become hald. This Dif- 
ferent Method atops thinning out of hair, lifelesa 
hair, itching, dandruff, threatened or increasing 
haldnesa hy atrengthening, prolonging the life of hair for men and wo- 
men. Send your name now before it’stoolate for free 15-day test offer. 
JUEL DENN, 404 W. Erie Street, Dept. 4102. Chicago, Illinois 


LONESOME? 


Let me arrange a romantic correspondence for 
you. Find yourself a sweetheart thru America’s 
Fie/ foremost select social correspondence club. A friend- 
q E-a ship ‘etter society for lonely ladles and gentlemen. 
Members everywhere, CONFIDENTIAL Introductions letter; 
efficient, dignified and continuous service. I have made thousands of 
not you? Write for FREE sealed particulara. 

BOX 998 JACKSONVILLE, FLORIDA 


Photographs Tell the Story 


Genuine Phetos—All Printed on Gloss Photo Paper 
Ser “A'‘—set of 16 wonderful girl photos in vers darng and 
tantalizing poses to show everything to the best advantage, 
Set “F°—16 revealing new cartoons showing stenographer’s ex- 
perience when the bose 1» out to lunch, AND HOWIII 
Set (G''-16 actual photos of men and woun together! 


l 
l 
Namo....uesesessossssssssssoccsoseceossesetoceoeossenoossss l 
| 
| 


lonely peop happy—w 


EVAN MOORE P. 


Very 
intimate, the kind of photes vou keep in your inside pocket and 
make sure thee are no holes in the pocket either. 
set X''--Rare set of & clear brilliant phelee showing aetual 
spanking of pria and soung women Sure to please. 
$1 per set or if this s sour first ordi, all 4 sets $2, 
A 5x8 extremely spicy enlargement free with all $2 ordre. 
Express shipments only. Cash, Stamps, Money Order, 


NOVELTY SALES, Dapt. W, Box 489, Rockford, lillnois 


SEX SECRETS 


pages of vital, mast intimate information that you gno 

ne the me am of love life—marriage. Plain aid ie om 

# amanng | Man's Sexual Life” and “Weman- 

hood.” With ; c 
ch, 


confidential st for adults only. All for 
NATIONAL BOOKSELLERS Dept. 21, Owosso, 


ASPECIAL COURSE 0^tY 
ON ARM BUILDING2 &¢ 


7HY not get an arm of might with the power and gnp to obey 

your physical desires? f havo taken weuklliaas whose arms wera 
acrawny pleces of skin and hone and in a short time developed 
them Into strong men of powerful proportioua with bulging hiceps 
and hrawny torcarms... strong. solid arms of power that ara 
respected by men and admired by women. 

This course Is speciajly ptanned to butld every musele ım sour 
arm. it has been scientifically worked out for that purpose. Many 
of my pupils hate developed a palr of triceps shaped lka a horse- 
shoe, and just a6 strong. and a pair of biceps that show their 
douhle head fornmiion. The sinewy cables between the biceps and 
elhow are deep aud thick with wire cxhle-l.ke ttlgamenis. The fore- 
arn helles with bulk, the great suj-lnator lifting muscles become 
a column of power, and their wrists are alive and writho with 


cordy sinew. 
Why not start now to build a 


Neud 25¢ tor this course today. 
he-man’s arin? 

You can't make a mistake. The assurance of tha strongest armed 
man in the world stand» behind thia course. f glive pou my secrets 
of strength iusxtrated and explained as you like them. Mail your 
order uow while you can sth pet this course for only 25c. 

I will not limit yon to the arm, Try any one of my vourses listed 
in the coupon at 25¢. Or, try all six of them for only $1.00. 

RUSH THE COUPON TODAY! 

Mail your order now and f wilh duciude a KREK COPY of 
“NERVES OF STEEL, MUSCLES LIKE IRON “It is a priceless 
book to the strength tan end muscle builder. Full of pictures of 
marvelous hodied men who tell you decisively how you can huild 
symmetry and strength the Jowett Wasi Reach Qut... Grasp 


This Special Offer! 
E E BOOK, WITH PHOTOS 
.— OF FAMOUS STRONG MEN 


Se) JOWETT INSTITUTE 
OF PHYSICAL CULTURE 


Dept. 71Ed, 422 Poplar St, 
Scrantan, Pa. 


George F. Jowett: Send, by re- 
turn mail, prepald, the courses 
checked below for which I am en- 
dosay 


GEORGE F. JOWETT E Moulding a Malty Arm, 250 
“Champwn Moulding a Mighty Back, 23c 

of Chumpiuns' O Moulding a Mizhty Grip. 25e 
Winuer of many con- e a Mishty Chest. 250 


teats tur strength Moding Mighty Legs, 250 
and physical perfec- Sirong Man stunts Made Eaay, 250 
tion | All 6 Bocks for $1.00. 


Name eeek eneee eeann eae AG @ clelelelsieiele 


Address 


Please mention WESTERN NoveL anp Suort STORIES when answering advertisements 
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E ERVED Remarkable 


Medical Discovery 
Relieves Delayed PeriodsQuichly 


Don't suffer ar be uncertaln. Use Dr. Rogers’ great suc- B 
cessful Allevial (Relief) Compound. ACTS QUICKLY. 
Has reHeved thousands of women of most distressing, long 
standing, abnormaliy delayed periods in2to5 days without 
pain or inconvenience. Women say It hrings success after 
other medicines failed. Composed of time-tested ingre- 
dients long used hy physicians because of their reputed 
wer to restore normal action, Contains no dope nor habit 
forming sepa: Praised by Many Mappy Users: 
Mra. S., Anhima Had mii 2 mon! After a fvw doses it 
pared, Meas Wee ori atin 2 dane 1 bad e. Other 
ea marian Ea K aa e a 


TRIAL SIZE.... ONLY 25e 


Get this Brusring e remedy now! Every day counts. Sent 


sealed same day order received. 
FR E E Amazing Illustrated Booklet 
and Intimate Talk to Women, 
tella frankly what every woman ahould know. 
All metled In plain wrapper same day order received. 


ROGERS REMEDY CO., 

4203 COTTAGE GROVE, cHicaeo 
Please send at once iteme 1 have checked below. [] Re- 
mittance enclosed. 4} Will m. O.D. {] FREE, amaz- 
ing illustrated booklet and ‘‘Intimate Talk to Women,” 
L] ł Box Dr. Rogers Akes Rotat Conpound” 


D Full Strength Oo Owoeomo S2 00 


He Full Strength. . +. 3.50 
1 Box Famoua Triple: -X He 


i 
i 
l 
imdod tor very obstinate cases» > 8.09 f 
l 
l 
| 


D ge jor very obstinate cases 
NAME ..csccscccccsvevevesvvecvers 
l ADDRESS. ..s.sessseesosososososesovvavessovs 
8 (G10) E A AI A nemo nS STATE...... EEEE 


HELP YOUR GLANDS 


M EN WITHOUT USING 


POWERFUL INTERNAL STIMULANTS 
When the glands weakon from worry, dissipatlon, ete.—use 
GLANDVIGO externaliy. A real gland etlmulant. Strensthens 
weak, abused glands. Renews natural powera, etrength and vigor 
with ‘quivk, lasting reguits. A trial Lox will quickly convince you 
cent ne 25¢; large box $1.00. 3 boxes $2.50. 

VREER & DEAN, (Dept. W) 1265 Broadway, New York City 


ALL FOR 25c 


SPECIAL OFFER—50 mifiature pictures of handsome men and 
feautlful girls In thrilling love posee—50 miniature pictures of 
beautiful girls In snappy posee—8 ert cards— also 12 ea 
love letters. Ali for 25c. Bend cash or estampas, FAMOUS NO 
ELTY COMPANY (Dept. AF), 30 Irving Piace, NEW YORK 


CONTROLS «rts 


of Blood 


eu eie uve trentment atadust Ulsease ol atoud., Laed tor uU years. 
i orme treatment. liundreds ol LnJorsements. Whatever the cause, 
however far advanced, write for Free nook. 


JOHN STERLING REMEDY CO.: Dopt. 77, 


RAISE RABBITS, FOR US 


paloi puss aen America wbo oom 


none! ered them. All for 10 canta. 
ARDOUR Eis VEetenPwise C CO.. 188 Malin St. Holmes Perk, Me. 


~ FIVE RA! RARE E BOOKS, ILLUSTRATED 
Vivid lascioatung reading. {iach book contalns over 225 pages, 
sæ 5x7, lilustrated with reveallng genuine photos, printed on glo s 
photo paper. Express shipments only. 
Kept Women (illustrated) 
Bad Girl (illustrated). 


Kansaa City, Mo. 


iour Wives (Illustrated). 7 
Impatlent Virgin (Illustra 75 
Thirleen Womeg (Iilustrated) . 50 


Complete set five books $7.5). 
NOVELT% SALES, P, 0. Box 499, Dept. W. Rockford, 


iligols | Apt. 16, 


PROSTATE 


Gland Weakness 


Nervous Debility. Freqnent Night Rising, Leg Pains, Lame Back, 
Lumhago, Sexual Weakness, Kidney and Bladder Trouble, Chronte 
Constipation, Despondency, Restlessness at Night are only some of 
the ailments, differing In indlviduals, that can often ba ascribed to 
lesion of the Prostate Gland. 


THOUSANDS AFFLICTED 
Thousands of men in every communily suffer from these ailments, 
weaknesses and other rhysieal sho:tcoming,s without knowing that 
very frequently thes are caused by prostatic failure, 


MANY DOCTORS ENDORSE MASSAGE 
Massaging for the alleviation of I’rostate Trouble is ag oid as time, 
and some of the most outstanding authorities in the medical pro- 
fesslon recommend massage as a safe effectlve 
treatment. (See Reference Rook of the Medical 
Sclenees, Vol. VII, 31d Edition.) 

USE “PROSAGER” 
—a new invention which enahles any man to 
massage his Prostate Giznd in the privacy of 
his home, 
it often hringa relief with the first treatment 
and must help or it costs you notling. No Drugs 
or Electncity. 

UNSOLICITED LETTERS 

OF GRATITUDE 
The following are extracts froin letters recelved, 
which are on file in our office; the complete iet- 
ters and addresses wili be sent to snyone who is 
interested in inquiring for them. 


Mr Wm. F. Lemon states in letter: 


DR. W. D. SMITR 
INVENTOE 


“After using the Procager I 
am wll agin and tee] none of the symptoms of Prostate Trouhble.’’ 


Mr Wm. F. Lee, Washington, D, C., writes: ‘The Prosaser is 


m'ld; I would not be without it.” 

Mr. {Jenry Zitman, Auburn, Indiana, sava: “T will say this much 
for the Prosager, {t has saved me from an operation. The Doctor 
that treated me before I got it savs It ts a fine thing 10 nse if 
thee 1s any one in this territory that wants to know about It, 
direct thera to me.” Mr. Judson Trefethan, New Castle, N. H.. 
writes about the Prosager; l think It is a great invention. my 
Doctor came to see It and be said It was a good Invention.” 


FREE BOOKLET EXPLAINS TRIAL OFFER 


A one cent post cnrd with your name and address platniy 
written w all that is necesenry, nddress card to 


MIDWEST PRODUCTS Co. 
B-4705, Kalamazoo, Mich. 


TILLIE AND MACK 


THE LATEST STUFF 


The French Stenographer, Adam and Eve, Kip & Alice, Maggie & 

Jiggs. Dumb Dora, Boss & Bubliles, Toots & Casper, Harold & 
Lillums, Wlone Winkle, Booh & Teari. The Farmer's Dangbter. 
Gng & Gussie, Sadie & The Milkman. Dick & Rose, The Giri with 
11 Lovers, Original Peeping Tom, Under a Texas Moon. Watching 
llis Step, The Window Washer, The Night Shift, Strip Poker, 
The Old Fiddler, A Tough Break. Pleasure Bent, The Artist and 
the Model, Oiling His Typewriter, 12 Gay Love Letters and many 
others. Ail of the above consists of cartoon scenes and 1esding 
matter. Also 50 snappy Pictures of French Men and Women in 
passionate fove scenes and 50 Picturas of French Girls in Thrilling 


Poses. 

HREE—32 French Pictures— bedroom scenes, the good stuff. 
Also 10 pictures of French Women in Spicy and Artistic poses. 
These pictures are Post card size of the highest quality. SLOSSY 
FINISH, well mede to show ail detuilk cleariy. Just what you are 
fonking for. Prompt service, careluily sealed. plain wrapper. ALL 


$1.00. 
TOWER SALES CO. 
Box 25, Dept. 5-AF Brooklyn, N. Y. 


GET ACQUAINTED CLUB 


Confidentia! introductiona by letter. Members .n every 
State seeking congenial mates Many wealthy If lonel: 
write P. O. Box 1251 DENVER, COLOR. 


EPILEPSY—EPILEPTICS! 


Detroit lady finds relief for husband after Specialiets 
home and abroad falled. All letters answered. 

MES. GEO. DEMPSTER, 
6900 Lafayotie Blvd. West, Detroit, Mieh. 


Please mention WESTERN NOVEL ann SHort Stories when answering advertisements 


The BEST There Is in DENTISTRY 
ORDER BY MAIL AT MONEY SAVING PRICES 


FREE Sanitary, wrapped impression material and 
Sah Ss full instructions how to order by mail. 
60 DAYS These plates are held firmly by vacuum 
TRIAL cup suction. Restores natural voice and 
age ssnecr en: DON’T DELAY— WRITE TODAY. 
your name and address for full information. 

oR d. S LIPPERT, Plate Specialist for Over 30 Years 
Dept. Q 24 E. Van Buren St., Chicago, II. 


French Stenographer 
ORIGINAL 


ee a ee th Bram, Toots $ Capa 


pa Lalturos, Parie oe ar alenn 
Maaga é Do C Sis Bo & Bubbles. Th pies oe aoe Winkie aus 
vars. rey Lova, Cave Man ipl în double m Lova, 

GS bur eee naua uz 
Genuine Ph Photos connoisseur, who wants nen 


1.00 cash, 
FLEUR COMPANY E 
548 Melrose Ave, New York Clty 


209 South State ieee 


Ta DON’T BE CUT 
Until You Try This 
Wonderful Treatment 
for pile suffering. If you have piles in 


Bept. 334 


Chieago 


any form write for a FREE sample of 

Page’s Plie Tablets and you will bless 

the dav that sen read this. Write today. E. R, 
eae Co., 405-A7 Page Bidg., Marshall, Mich. 


Use marvelous MENSTRUA when nature falls. POSI- 
TIVELY FORCES REMARKABLY SPERDY RESULTS 
in many most discouraging abnormal delays, without paln, 
harm or Ineonvenlence 
QUICKER ACTING 
Especlalty recommended where ordinary rellef compounds 
tail, as QUICKER ACTING end much easier and sooner 
assimilated by body. MENSTRUA is a marvelous monthly 
Testorer of a type greatly favored by physicians 
SO COSTLY RARELY OFFERED 

Costs ua over 300% more than ordinary relief com- 
pounds. ee conta. you no more! Tasteless, easy to take 

tains no narcotics. no opiates, no habit-forming drugs. 

harsh, eS mineral poisons to punish ths body—o! pure, 

eye laboratory-tested vegetabis ingredients used for many 
years by physicians al! over the world. Absolutely safe to take, for 
women report no had effects et all. after the flow was restored. 
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FOR QUICK RELIEF use 


KYBO periovic compouno} 
When troubled with unnaturally painful, 
OVERDUE, irregular or suppressed 
menstrual periods, den'l be dermal 


KYBO periodic compound has suc- weem 
se 


cessfully relieved many severe long\ on 
have apparently \ pox: 


Mrs. 


standing cases that 
resisted ogher treatments with 
NO BAD AFTER-EFFECTS! 


NOTA inl, TAB 
f comes hke a 2 
CRIPTION — BACH BOX 1S DATED! | a few 


wa PERIODIC COMPORND, 
FORMULA XX. Box $2.00 

KYBO PERIOME COMPOUND, 

FORMULA XXX, specially 


unded for unusuel 
ebstinate cases. Box $5. 


TRIAL SIZE 25¢ 


ARE NO CHANCES 
beet with e reliable company! 


FREE: BOOKLET 
“MARKAGE SECRETS REVEALED” JORO 
greer PRORLENS S YRKE 


KYBO PRODUCTS CO. / 45; idee 
1100 $. Stele $t. Depi. 405 __ Chicago BE 


i> Behind the Scenes of CRIME ! 

na da DAEA 
‘AFORMER 

Authentic Information 


Compiled and Edited by farmer U. $."G-Men” 


Here 

, Ave the 
Inside Fectseoo 
Useful end 


Insteuctive INVESTIGATORS. Her 
National Bids. 


Oapt. 105, wince 0. C. 
gy LONESOME? £ i Seber cymes 


through the Star Correspondence Club. Choice 
members, both sexes, everywhere. Small cost. 
Quick results (Confidential), Some rich. FREE 
particulars and list. LOIS L. REEDER, Mgr., 


. 0. Box 549. Palestine, Texas. 


READ WHAT “SATISFIED CUSTOMERS SAY 


F F., “8 doses relieved 7 weeks’ delay. Marvelous.” M. 

Beloved 9 weeks, % box worked. Other remodtes failed A 
Biaele: Mrs. L G.. "Ended 2 delays (5 weeks and 9 weeks). 
Wonderful. Palnless.' Mrs. F. D.. "Tried maoy similar medictnes. 
None eser worked, Imagino my surprise and happiness when after 
Misting Z period; MENSTRUA did the wick.” Mrs. E. W. "L bad 
missed 2 months and 1 bux brousbt wondertul results.” 


NOTHING BETTER THAN MENSTRUA 


ordinary relief compounds. 
GUARANTEED! Price, §2.00 les box. orders rushed 
kame day cecetved, postpaid, In plain sealed wrapper. “PRICELESS 
INFORMATION’ free with order. 


PURITY PRODUCTS CO., 6028 HARPER AVENUE, DEPT. 5AF6, CHICAGO 


Please mention WESTERN NOVEL AND SHORT STORIES when answering advertisements 
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“The Forbidden Secrets of 


ane Daningly Rev 


A with fafse modesty! At last a 
famous doctor bas told æ/! the secrets of 
sex in frank, daring language. No prudish 
beating about the bush, no veiled hints, but 
TRUTH, blazing through 576 pages of 
straightforward facts, 


Love is the most magnificent ecstasy in 
the world... know how to hold your loved 
one, don’t glean half-truths from unreliable 
sources. Now you can know how to end 
ignorance... fear . . . and self denial! 

Everything pertaining to sex is discussed 
in daring language. All the. things you 
bave wanted to know about your sex life, 
information about which other books only 
vaguely hint, is yours at last. 


MORE THAN 100 VIVID PICTURES 

The 106 illustrations leave nothing to the 
imagination ... know how to overcome 
physical mismating ... know what to do on 
your wedding night to avoid the torturing 
results of ignorance. 


Some will be offended by the amazing 


frankness of this book and its vivid illustra- 
tions, but the world has no longer any use 
for prudery and false modesty, 

Don’t be a slave to ignorance and fear. 
Enjoy the rapturous delights of the perfect 
physical love! 

Lost love ... acandal ., . divorce... can 
often be prevented by knowledge. Only 
the ignorant pay the awful penalties of 
wrong sex practises. Read the facts, clearly, 
startlingly told... study these illustrations 
and grope in darkness no longer. 


SEND NO MONEY! 


To show you our faith in your satisfaction 
with this amazing book, we are offering it 
to you on trial. You send no money—just 
fill out the coupon below and then when it 
arrives, in plain wrapper, pay the postman 
$298 pias postage. Keep the book five da’ 
then if you are not completely satisfied, seal 
it back and we will refund your meney im-| 
mediately without question. “dex Harmony 
and Eugenics” will not be sold to minors. 


576 CARING PACES 


a ` 


oa Pr 
Pioneer Pub. Co., inc., 1 


postman $298 inluz postage) an delivery. 
Also sand me FREE OF CHARG. 


Nawe. 


Address. 


270-6th Ave., Dept. 560, NewYork, NY. 


Please nd me. Rex Harmony ang Eugenics’ in plain wrapper JF will pay the 

Jf 1 am not completely sutisfed, I 

can retum the book end the entire purchase price will be refunited immediately. 
your book on “Why Birth Control?" 


City and Sci ty Saag A Sore: gore), ORG” pan 
Orders from Foreign Counterat 15 Shillings in Adrance 


ATTRACT THE OPPOSITE SEX! 

Know how to enjoy the thrilling expeti- 
ences that are your birthright . . . know how 
te attract the opposite sex...how to bold 
love. 

Are you an awkward novice in the art of 
love-making? Or, a master of its difficult 
technique? Knowledge is the basis of the 
perfect, satisfying love life. Ignorance leads 
to fear, worry, disease and shame. End 
ignorance today. You owe it to yourself-—to 
the one you love—to read this book NOW! 


THIS BOOK 
NOT SOLD 
TO 
MINORS 


WHAT EVERY MAN SHOULD KNOW 


How te R 
Sexool Sto 
Gloods oud Sex Invtinct 
The Truth Aboot Abuse 


WHAT EVERY WOMAN SHOULD KNOW 


Joys af Perfect Mating x Hew to Attract and Hold Maa 
What to Allow a Lorey tòDo Sexual Sre ef Women 
Intimate Feminine Hygiene Essential: af Happy Marriage 
Beth Cootrel Chart The Sea Orgase 


The Sexnal Embrace A 
Secrets of the Heagymeon 
Mistohes of Eorly Marriage 
Veoereal Diseases 


cility 


@ mutuall 
ea 


A FAMOUS JUDGE 
SAYS THAT MOST 
DIVORCES ARE CAUSED 
BY SEX IGNORANCE» . 
E Wheo 2 mao aod woman who have been 
attracted to each other and have enjoyed 
other‘a company separate, there must he same 
tragic misuoderatanding. In most cases that 
misuoderstaodiog is due to sex ignoraoce, 


IS SEX IGNORANCE 
ORIVING THE ONE 
YOU LOVE INTO THE 


There is no longer any need to pay the 
awful price for one moment of bliss. Read 
the scientific pathological facts told so 
bravely by Dr. Rubin. The chapters on 
venereal disease are alone worth tbe price 
of this book! 

You want to know, and you should knoow ewery- 
thing about sex. Sex is no looger asin, a mystery, 
it is your greatest power for happiness. You owe it 
to yourself, to the ooe yoo love, to tear aside the 
curtain of hypocrisy saat learn the naked truth? 


FREE! new soox , 
“WHY BIRTH CONTROL?” 


HIS startling book discusses birth cqngrol in 201 
çarireiy oew way ~ Tells you, many things sbouz 
a much dismi subjece. “Why Bigth Cogtrot” = 
will be a revelation to you~ Seot free to all th 
who ordes “Sex Harmooy and Eugenics" 
reduced price of $2.98. 
PIONEER PUBLISHING COMPANY, ING, 
Radio City, 1270 Sixth Ave., New York City 


Please mention Western Nove. AND SHORT STORIES when answering advertisements 


wT 


eyed wa Arete TA 


That's exactly what we mean! Na 
Maney Dawn — Not ane cent in 
advance — Na C. O. D. ta pay 
an arrivall All we ask yau ta da 
is ta examine any of these values 
for TEN DAYS at aur expense. After 
full free inspectian, if yau agfee 
with us that our style and quality 
values challenge duplicatian by cash 
ar credit jewelers anywhere, take 


10 MONTHS to PAY 


Royal offers you the’ most liberal credit terms 

without any embarrassmeni! No red tape — 

Na direct inquiries — No interest ar extras, 

Jusi send us your name and address and a few 

personal facts such as age, occupation, eic. 

(if possible mention 1 or 2 business refer- 

ences:) All dealings strictly confidential. 

After 10 DAYS FREE TRIAL — pay the f- 
equal, easy monthly payments, stated 

under each article, without fares obligatian. 


Written GUARANTEE 4} 


Your satistaction is always assured when you 
buy at Royal. A written guarantee — fully 

cked by ROYAL — America's Largest 
Maii Credit Jewelers — accompanies every 
ring or watch purchased from us giving you 
absolute protection. 


Send for FREE CATOLOG 


New 32 page 
“BOOK OF GEMS” 


Hundreds of special 
values in genuine 
blue-white diamonds, 
standard watebes, fine 
jewelry, silverware, 
cameras, radios and 
gift novelties. Each 
fully described and 
pictured. Adults send w 
for your copy to-day I 


NO DEPOSIT-NO C.0.D.-10 MONTHS 


17 Jewel aie 
WALTHAM f = 
Outfit 

Ss 


fA 


$1.98 a month 


" =i 
wine leather strap included fre 


y uid you 
A-2. . Where 00) y 
Saa iy engra a anag S = By special permission aR 
whitech and new ex a n 
to. matoh and 37 50 Rive, complete for only 
non y $2.48 a month. 


$1.98 a month 


LA-4...A smart, modern, square 
prong engagement ring of high qual- 


‘27% for Both 


LA-S... 


$2.79 a month ity at an amazingly low price. The Another famous 
: nery. brilliant genuine. blue-white LT AN e N 
§ Diamonds diamond is set in a tiebly hand en- noa's gre watches 
graved and milgrained ring of 14K at a sensationally low price! Hand- 
LA-3... “LADY DIANE” DUO — Solid White Gold. Specially priced somely engrayed 12 size white life- 
exquisitely matched engagement and at §19.75-—-Dumng this special ‘new time case, factory guaranteed, accurate and depend- 


able 17 Jewel WALTHAM movement, somplete with 
engraved knife and chain to match. ALL for $19.79 
No Money Down — onty $1.98 a month. 


NYRA DIAMOND z WATCH co.: 


wedding ring ensemble of beautifully 
engraved 14K Solid White Gold. The 
specially selected, dazzling genuine 
blue-white center diamond in the en- 
gagement ring is made even moré 
beautiful by the two brilhant diamonds 
on each side; the wedding ring is 
exquisitely engraved to match. No 
Money Down— Oniy $2.79 a month 
for both complete. 


customer’? drive our terms gre: 
Nothing Down—Onty $1.98 a mo. 


Established 1895 a 
170 BROADWAY N.Y.¢ 


America’s Largest 
Mail Order Credit Jewelers 


Costly Work Formerly 


A Money-Making Opportuni 


for Men of Character 


EXCLUSIVE FRANCHISE FOR 
AN INVENTION EXPECTED TO REPLACE 
A MULTI-MILLION-DOLLAR INDUSTRY 


EARNINGS 


“Sent Out” by Business Men 
Now Done by Themselves 
at a Fraction of the Expense 


‘This is a caii for men everywhere to handie 
exciusive agency for one of the most 
unique business inventions of the day. 


Forty years ago the horse and buggy business was supreme—today 
almost extinct. Twenty years aro the phonograph industry ran into 
many millions—today practically a relic. Only a comparatively few 
foresighted'men saw the fortunes ahead in the automobile and the 
radio, Yet irresistible waves of tase buying swept these men to 
fortune, and sent the buggy and the phonograph into the discard. So 
are great successes made by men able to detect the shift in public favor 
from one industry to another. 

Now another change is taking place, An old established industry—an integral 
and important part of the nation's structure—in which millions of dollars change hands 
every year—is in thousands of cases being replaced by a truly astonishing, simple inven- 
tion wbich does the work berter—more reliably—AND AT A COST OFTEN AS LOW 
AS 2% OF WHAT IS ORDINARILY PAID! It has not esse very long for men 
who have taken over the tights to this valuable invention to do a remarkable business, 
and show earnings wbicb in these times are almost unheard of for the average man, 


One man in California earned over $1,600 per month for three 
months—close to $5,000 in 90 days’ time. Another writes 
from Delaware —"'Since I have been operating (just a little 
less than a month of actual selling) and not the full day at 
that, because I have been getting organized and had to spend 
at least half the day in the office; counting what I have sold 
outright and on trial, I have made just a little in excess of one 
thousand dollars pa for one month,” A Connecticut man 
writes he has made $55.00 in a single day's time. Texas man 


nets over $300 in less than a weck’s time. Space does not per- 


mit mentioning here more than these few random cases. How- 
ever, they are sufficient to indicate that the worthwhile future 
in this business is coupled with immediate earnings for the 
right kind of man. One man with us has already made over 
a thousand sales on which his earnings ran from $5 to $60 

r sale and more, A great deal of this business was repeat 

usiness, Yet he had never done anything like this before 
coming with us. That is the kind of opportunity this business 
offers. The fact that this business has attracted to it such 
business men as former bankers, executives of businesses— 
men who demand only the highest type of opportunity and 
income—gives a fairly good picture of the kind of business this 
is, Our door is open, however, to the young man looking for 
the right ficld in which to make his start and develophis future. 


Not a“‘Gadget”— 
Not a “‘Knick-Knack”’— 


but a valuable, proved device which 
has been sold successfully by busi- 
ness novices as well as seasoned 
veterans, 


Make no mistake—this is no novelry—no flimsy magh 
which the inventor hopes to put on the market. You 

bably have scen nothing like it yee—perhaps never 
Framed í of the existence of such a device—yet it has already 
been used by corporations of outstanding prominence—by 
dealers of great rations—by their branches—by doc- 
tors, newspapers, publishers—schools—hospirals, ete., ere., 
and by thousands of small business men, You don’t have to 
convince 2 man that he should use an electric bulb to light 
his office instead of 2 gas lamp. Nor do you have to sell 
the same business man the idea that some day he may need 
something like this invention. The need is already there— 
the money is usually being spent right at that very 
moment—and the desirability of saving tbe greatest 
part of this. cxpense is obvious immediately. 


Some of the Savings 
You Can Show 


You walk into an office and put down before your promit 
a letter from 2 sales organization showing that they did 
work in their own office for $11 which formerly could have 
cost them over $200. A building supply corporation pays 
our man $70, whereas the bill could have been for $1,600! 
An automobile dealer pays our representative $15, whereas 
the expense could have been over $1,000. A department 
store has nse of $88.60, possible cost if done outside 
the business being well over $2,000. And soon. We could 
not possibly lise all cases here. These are just a few of 
the many actual cases which we place in your hands to 
work with. Practically every line of business and every 
section of the country is represented by these ficld reports 
which hammer actoss dazzling, convincing money-saving 
opportunities which bardly any business man can fail to 


Profits Typical of 
the Young, Growing Industry 


Going into this business is not like selling something 
offered in every grocery, drug or department store.. For 
instance, when you take a $7.50 order, $5.83 can be your 
share. On $1,500 worth of business, your share can be 
$1,167.00, The very least you get as your part of every 
dollar's worth of business you do is 67 cents—on ten 
dollars’ worth $6.70, on a hundred dollars’ worth $67.00 
—in other words two thirds of every order you get is 
yours. Not only on the first order—but on repeat orders 
—and you have the opportunity of earning an even larger 
percentage. 


This Business Has 
Nothing to Do With 
House to House Canvassing 


Nor do you have to know anything about bigh-pressure 
selling ‘’Sclling’* is unnecessary in the ordinary sense of 
the word. Instead of hammering away at the customer 
and trying to “foree” a sale, you make a dignified, 
business-like call, leave the inseallation—whatever size 
the customer says he will accept—at our risk, Ice che 
customer sell himself after the device is in and working. 
This docs away with the need for pressure on the cus- 
tomer—it climinates the handicap of trying to get the 
money before the customer has really convinced himself 
100%. You simply tell what you offer, showing proof of 
success in that cuscomer's particular line of business. 
Then leave the invention without a dollar down. It 
starts working at once, In a few short days, the installa- 
tion should actually produce ehough cash money to pay 
for the deal, with profits above the investment coming in 
at the same time. Foi then call back, collect your money. 
Nothing is so convincing as our offet to let results speak 
for themselves without risk to the customer] While others 
fail to ger even æ hearing, our men are making sales 
running into the hundreds. They have received tbe atten- 
tion of the largest firms in the country, and sold to the 
smallest businesses by che thousands, 


No Money Need Be Risked 


in trying this business out. You can measure the possi» 
bilities and not be out a dolar. Jf you are looking for a 
business thar is not overcrowded—a business that ts just 
coming into its own—on the upgrade, instead of the 
dawopade—s business that offers the buyer relief from 
a burdensome, but unavoidable expense—a business that 
has a prospect practically in every office, store, or factory 
into which you can set foot—regardless of size—that is a 
necessity but docs not bave any price cutting to contend 
with as other necessities do—that because you control 
the sales in exclusive territory is your own business— 
that pays more on some individual sales than many men make 
in a week and sometimes in a month's teme—if such a business 
looks as f ır is worth investigating, get in touch with us 
at once for the rights in your territory—don't delay— 
because the chances are that if you do wait, someone else 
will have written to us in the meantume—and if ir rurns 
out that you were rhe better man—we'd both be sorry. 
So for convenience, xse she coupon belew—bur send it nght 
away—or wire if you wish. But do it now. 33 


F. E. ARMSTRONG, President 
Dept. 4093F, Mobile, Ala. 
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TRUS FOR EXCLUSIVE l 
l TERRITORY PROPOSITION 


l F. E. ARMSTRONG, Pres., Dept. 2094F, Mobile, Ala, I 
Without obligation to me, send me full infor- 
I mation on your proposition. |] 


State E ar mers moe 


ee eee ae ol 


